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FIRST HOME OWNER GRANT AMENDMENT BILL 2009 

Declaration as Urgent 

On motion by Mr R.F. Johnson (Leader of the House), resolved � 

That the bill be considered an urgent bill. 

Second Reading 
Resumed from 18 March. 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham) [4.16 pm]: This legislation comes within the purview of the Treasurer, the 
member for Vasse, and I am pleased to indicate to the house that the opposition supports this legislation that 
provides lawful or legislative backing for the first home owner grant scheme.  

The first home owner grant scheme was put in place in 1999 to provide some assistance for first home owners to 
purchase their first property. The scheme, as originally perceived, was a $7 000 grant for first home buyers and 
was put in place with some support from the commonwealth; indeed the scheme was boosted back in 1999-2000 
or thereabouts to lift the amount from the commonwealth. What happened in the period since is that the grant 
became a state responsibility and it remained at $7 000 per dwelling. It continued in that form and was supported 
by the original commonwealth-state financial arrangements at that time, I think, consequent to the imposition of 
the goods and services tax.  

In October of last year the commonwealth government lifted the first home owner grant scheme and added 
$14 000 to it for those people who were building a house or who were buying a new home, for instance, a spec 
home, so they could receive an additional $14 000. Therefore, the grant for people who purchase a new property 
will now be $21 000. The grant for people who buy an existing property has increased from $7 000 to $14 000. 
There is a $7 000 contribution from the commonwealth and a $7 000 contribution from the state. Depending on 
the type of property purchased, there is either a $21 000 contribution or a $14 000 contribution to the purchase of 
a home by a first home buyer. That is a pretty big incentive and is of enormous assistance. The grant has kept the 
housing industry in Western Australia buoyant and has kept many thousands of people in employment during a 
time when the economy has been under some stress. This government assistance has been very important in that 
regard. It has come on top of the stamp duty concession provided by the previous state government in 2005 or 
2006. People who purchase their first home valued at up to $500 000 are exempt from paying stamp duty, with 
the exemption phasing out when the value of the home is over $600 000. First home purchasers are exempt from 
paying stamp duty and they can receive a $21 000 grant on top of that. That is a huge incentive for people in the 
rental market to buy their first home. No doubt that has been a big part of the housing strategy. It was certainly a 
big part of the previous government�s housing strategy and assisted a great deal. 

I take the view that it is better for people to own their own home, if that is their desire and they have the capacity 
to do so, rather than to rent or live in public housing. It is a good thing to get people into their own home. That is 
what the previous government�s housing strategy was aimed at. If we had put that money into public housing 
instead of providing the stamp duty exemption, no doubt there would be more public housing in Western 
Australia. We have received some criticism for the amount of public housing that we put in place in Western 
Australia. We put in place considerable additional public housing, but we took the view that we would put some 
of the financial resources that we could have used for more public housing into tax relief for people buying their 
own home so that there would be a higher rate of homeownership, rather than a higher rate of people living in 
public housing in Western Australia. That was part of the overall housing strategy of the previous government. 

Returning to the legislation, the bill gives legislative effect to the first home owner grant and to the boost 
provided by the commonwealth. It is obvious from the amounts that will be provided that the commonwealth 
will contribute, at least until 30 June, considerably more money for this scheme than the state will. The figures I 
have indicate that the commonwealth will provide $101 million in 2008-09 and $31 million in 2009-10 for 
contracts signed before 30 June. Over that same period, the state will provide $29.7 million in 2008-9 and 
$7.5 million thereafter. A huge amount of additional money is being provided by the commonwealth for people 
to purchase their first home, which I support. 

However, there are a few problems. The first problem is that the boost scheme will expire on 30 June. I have 
seen the advertisements on television. A lot of builders are obviously trying to get people to sign contracts before 
that date so that they will be eligible for the money. There is some uncertainty in the market because people do 
not know whether the scheme will be extended beyond 30 June. Certainly, I have not received advice or seen 
anything at this stage to indicate that it will be extended. I urge the commonwealth government to extend the 
boost scheme beyond 30 June. In these economic times, the housing market is an important component through 
which to retain buoyancy in the economy. I can understand why the commonwealth would not do so in ordinary 
times. However, it has become a lot easier for people who have secure jobs�a lot of people have reasonably 
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secure jobs in these times�to purchase their first home because of the enormous cuts in interest rates, the first 
home owner boost scheme and the exemption from stamp duty. First home buyers can get a $21 000 cheque and 
a stamp duty exemption of $15 000 on an average-priced home, as well as the interest rate cuts. That is an 
enormous reduction in, first, the cost of the original purchase price, and, secondly, the cost of servicing the loan. 
There have been some huge strides forward in housing affordability since 2006, when the previous government 
put in place the stamp duty exemption for first home owners. There is some benefit in people buying their own 
home, provided they can service the loan. As we have seen in the United States, the principal cause of the world 
economic crisis is that too many people bought their own home without the capacity to service the loan that they 
secured the home with. I hope that will not be a problem in Australia. I hope that lenders are sensible in their 
lending practices. Certainly, governments have made it enormously easier for people to purchase their first 
home. 

This legislation gives some certainty to the boost scheme. It also gives people the legislative basis under 
administrative law by which to object to a rejection of their application. It provides some certainty for people 
who might think they are entitled to pursue a claim of eligibility for the grant. I know that members will have 
met people, as have I, who purchased their first home but never lived in it or even really owned it because of a 
family break-up or dispute and who think that they should be eligible for the grant. I have some sympathy for 
people in that situation. This bill will give them some basis on which to pursue claims in that regard. 

Secondly, the bill puts a cap of $750 000 on the value of the house before purchasers are eligible for the first 
home buyer grant. This is a new criterion that has been introduced by the government. The situation in New 
South Wales is similar. In Queensland, a cap of $1 million has been put on the value of the home that first home 
buyers can purchase. If people in Western Australia want to get the $21 000, the house must be valued at under 
$750 000. This cap will encourage people not to be extravagant in the purchase of their first house. If first home 
buyers can afford to buy a house valued at over $750 000, they do not need the $21 000 assistance from 
government. Broadly, the opposition agrees with that provision. However, there is an exception, and that is why 
the opposition will move an amendment to the legislation. The exception is that the values of homes in towns 
and communities in the north of the state are far higher than the values of homes in the southern part of the state. 
We are not including areas such as South Perth, Applecross, Peppermint Grove, Cottesloe and the like. We are 
not going to say that the cap should be lifted for people who want to buy their first home in Cottesloe. However, 
we are saying that there should be a higher cap on the value of the home for first home buyers in Port Hedland, 
Karratha and Newman, because the average price of a house in those communities is nearly double, and in some 
cases more than double, the average price of a house in the south of the state. 

Mr T.R. Buswell: And the median. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: And the median price, and I will prove that in a moment. 

The member for North West and the member for Pilbara have raised the fact that this is an issue in the northern 
part of the state. On the basis of the representation of those two extraordinarily good local members, we have put 
an amendment on the notice paper to deal with it. We have not introduced it without notice but put it on the 
notice paper this morning. I think the government should consider it seriously. Some consideration should be 
given to the fact that ordinary houses are far more expensive in those parts of the state than they are in Perth. We 
have suggested an area above the twenty-sixth parallel. I am not going to say that one town is in and one town is 
out. I am just saying that a simple way of dealing with it is on the basis of whether the house is above and below 
the twenty-sixth parallel. If someone�s house sits on the twenty-sixth parallel, it is a tricky situation.  

Several members interjected. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: The member for Kalgoorlie makes an excellent suggestion: it is just like a game of tennis; 
if it is on the line it is in. If an outhouse, back shed or whatever sits on the line of the twenty-sixth parallel, it still 
means that someone is in. If the house sits on the boundary, I will not try to deal with that! What we will try to 
do is make sure that there is some fairness for people living in the northern parts of the state, so that their 
capacity to buy is not hindered. 

I will give members some examples, so that they know what we are talking about. The office of the Minister for 
Housing has provided me with this information. The median house price for Perth is $412 500, so a cap of 
$750 000 is fair enough in this part of the world. The median price for a house in the goldfields is $315 000. The 
median price for a house in the wheatbelt is $197 000, which is fair enough when there is a $750 000 cap. The 
median price in the Pilbara as a whole is $615 000. The median price in the Kimberley as a whole is $550 000. 
Those are the median prices for the entire region. In individual communities such as Port Hedland, Karratha, 
Newman and Broome the median price skyrockets above that. We are saying that instead of having some 
complex formula by which a line is drawn around communities and some are in but some communities inland, 
such as Paraburdoo or Jigalong, are out, we should have a simple rule relating to whether it is above the twenty-
sixth parallel.  
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Mr J.E. McGrath: I think you are making a good suggestion. What about some young guy who is financially 
fairly well off who wants to buy a house on Cable Beach or somewhere?  

Mr M. McGOWAN: It is for people who live in their first home. People who live in Broome will live in a 
community where they will be working. These are the figures I have had from the Real Estate Institute of 
Western Australia for the last calendar year: the median price of a house in Port Hedland is $852 500, which is 
way above the cap; in fact, it is $102 500 above the cap. In Perth, first home buyers can buy a house that is more 
than 1.4 times above the cap, but in Port Hedland they must buy a house that is way below the cap. 

Mr T.R. Buswell: What month was that median house price for?  

Mr M. McGOWAN: The period was 31 December 2007 to 31 December 2008, so it is last year�s average.  

Mr T.R. Buswell: I am assuming it was December 2008. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: Yes, that is right; it was over the course of a year. The median house price at Newman was 
$547 000 across the last calendar year, which is again less than the figure for Port Hedland but still way above 
the figure for Perth. The median price for Kalgoorlie, as I said, is way below at $315 000, and therefore we have 
not seen the need to do it for the goldfields. The median price for Kununurra is $467 500. In the case of 
Carnarvon it is $480 000. As members can see, in those communities in the north the median price is way above 
that in Perth and way above that in the south west. I have not been able to track down the exact figure for 
Karratha, but I suspect it is even higher than that for Port Hedland. It may be that the members responsible for 
that area can set it out. However, the rental prices in that part of the world are astronomical. Obviously, if we can 
get people into their own houses, it will make a difference. 

In a nutshell, we have drafted the amendment properly. It has not been drafted on the back of an envelope. It 
deals with the northern part of the state. It does not try to pick out individual communities. It lifts the cap, not by 
an outrageous amount, but to the same level that Queensland has for the entire state. The Queensland cap is 
$1 million for the entire state. We have lifted the cap for the northern part of the state. I do not know what the 
attitude of the Treasurer or the government will be, but if the Treasurer says that it will cost the government too 
much, I would argue that it will cost very little. Not many people will be affected by it, but it will provide some 
fairness for people in that part of the world. The entire amount that this bill will save the government, according 
to the Treasurer�s statements, is $1.2 million, which is not a lot of money. I therefore suspect that what we are 
proposing as a change will cost the government only in the hundreds of thousands of dollars, if anything, but 
what it will do is provide some fairness and recognition of the much higher costs of buying a house in the 
northern part of the state. 

That is our amendment. We will move it when we get to consideration in detail. I thank the member for North 
West and the member for Pilbara again. It will benefit the electorate of the member for Kimberley as well. I 
thank them for the suggestion. Considering that we have approached this properly and, as always, have pulled no 
stunts, I hope that the government accedes to our request.  

MR T.G. STEPHENS (Pilbara) [4.38 pm]: I rise to indicate that the suggestion that has been made by the 
member for North West and taken up by the opposition has my very strong support indeed. People might puzzle 
over whether a first home buyer purchasing a house above the twenty-sixth parallel is being unfairly burdened by 
a house that could cost him up to $1 million. For some people it could well be a burden. However, many would-
be first home buyers in that area have good employment and salary packages, and it would make it possible for 
them to buy their first home in the Pilbara if they were given this additional support by our altering the cap, as is 
proposed by this amendment. I foreshadow that during consideration in detail, when this amendment is moved 
by the opposition � 

Mr T.R. Buswell: We will consider it. How many people will this impact on? Who would have done that sort of 
analysis?  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: My analysis has been to rely somewhat on the Treasurer�s own analysis first. Let us refer 
first to the Treasurer�s analysis. He has indicated that changing the cap will produce a saving of $1.25 million 
statewide. I extrapolate from that savings that the cap will produce, and predict that a small number of people 
across the Pilbara will benefit from the amendment. 

Mr T.R. Buswell: I am not arguing against the principle.  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: How does one guess it? I guess that this is an opportunity for 10 people in Port Hedland 
in one financial year to come into the market in their own town as first home buyers rather than lose access to a 
scheme that would link them to the community in Port Hedland. I think the number would be the same in a town 
like Newman.  
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Mr T.R. Buswell: So that I know, at the moment they are not excluded, so they can participate. From a local 
member point of view, at the moment, of all the people in Port Hedland�I do not have the data on this�who 
access first homeowner grants, are you saying that about 10 will miss out because of this $750 000?  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: That is my guess. I do not believe that that does anything more than strengthen the 
argument in support of this amendment. Ten people in a town like Hedland are important, particularly because 
they will typically be the next generation of trainees and young employees who are giving depth and breath to, 
and normalising, a community rather than having to go off to metropolitan Perth to buy their first homes and 
take chances of employment there.  

Mr T.R. Buswell: At the moment are they not excluded; they can do it?  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: Yes. I think there will be a general fear for some of those people that, as the cap applies, 
whoops, it is a disincentive for them to stay on in their own town.  

Mr T.R. Buswell: Your general feel is that the cap will mean about 10 people may well leave. 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: They could drift away.  

Mr V.A. Catania: The amount of $21 000 is a lot of money.  

Mr T.R. Buswell: I am just asking.  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: That is my rough guess. 
Mr T.R. Buswell: I want to consider the amendment. I am after your local knowledge. I asked the same about 
Karratha.  
Mr T.G. STEPHENS: I thank the Treasurer. I have not checked with the real estate agents. Before we go into 
consideration in detail, which I presume will be next week, I will ask around to get a feel for the number. 

Mr T.R. Buswell: I am happy to look at it. Someone may argue that it is pointless moving an amendment that 
does not have an impact on anyone. 
Mr T.G. STEPHENS: Yes. 

Mr V.A. Catania: We have to get the facts before we go into consideration in detail.  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: I suspect the facts will be roughly the same as my guesstimate. I do not think it will be a 
big figure or have a big impact on the overall savings estimates this cap will bring.  

In the Pilbara region particularly, and the north west generally, we face the challenge of trying to normalise life 
so that generations of families stay on in those communities rather than staying for just short periods to gain 
windfall income streams. It is a matter of recognising the advantage of two, three or, ideally more generations of 
people from a wider community living there. Obviously, increasing numbers of Aboriginal people�the 
permanent long-term population of the region�are finding their way into the resource sector because of the 
programs some of the companies have implemented. Increasingly, they will have opportunities to pick up access 
to finance and to use these grants. But they will be of little use to them if the cap is brought in while the median 
price is so high. The figures I have are slightly different from those provided by the opposition spokesperson. 
The figure for the median price in Hedland that I have from the Real Estate Institute of WA is $832 000. That 
might have been simply for the last quarter. Not a lot hangs on that, but the other figure, of course, is the figure 
for Karratha that was called out by way of interjection by the member for the North West. He pointed out that 
the figure from the Pilbara Development Commission indicates that the average cost of a home in Karratha in the 
third quarter is $809 000. The suggestion the member for North West has put to our team is a good suggestion 
and deserves to be enthusiastically embraced by all sides of politics.  

As far as I know, there are not too many houses anywhere on land either on the Tropic of Capricorn, or on the 
twenty-sixth parallel�I cannot think of one. I know there is a roadhouse on the tropic �  

Mr V.A. Catania interjected. 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: If we are talking about the twenty-sixth parallel, I do not think a house is on the line. I 
think north west communities accept the reason that benefits reasonably apply north of the twenty-sixth parallel.  

The opportunity to take up the first homeowners and buyers scheme is a great opportunity particularly for young 
people, but also for people of all ages, as they move into their first home. Unlike the rest of the nation and 
certainly unlike many other parts of the state, the Pilbara is not experiencing a bust, at least not in my part of the 
Pilbara. Nothing other than boom conditions apply from the axis from Newman to Port Hedland. BHP Billiton�s 
expansion program along that axis sees the $7.5 billion rapid-growth project 5 rolling out, and the rapid-growth 
project 6 is being planned. The medium to longer term prospects of Hedland and Newman seem to be secure 
against a backdrop of the previous government�s land release strategies that have delivered increasing land 
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supply around places like Hedland and Newman. As a result, there is now the opportunity for local people to 
connect themselves to home ownership. Some of those opportunities emerge now only as the land is starting to 
fall into the market more evenly and more accessibly. It would be a cruel trick if the cap suddenly landed on the 
Pilbara region just at the point at which the land was accessible and housing opportunities were emerging. I am 
one of those who is trying to build a family home in Port Hedland to change my �  

Mr T.R. Buswell: Shenton Park?  
Mr T.G. STEPHENS: No; another family home. I have a small pad in Hedland, and the family has said � 
Mr T.R. Buswell: Nice place, Shenton Park.  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: I will not argue with the Treasurer. Shenton Park is very accessible to Parliament House, 
but we know where each other is coming from and the reason this becomes necessary.  

Mr T.R. Buswell: It is very difficult representing regional areas when you have a family.  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: For those of us who have pads in both places, the cost of building one in Hedland, which 
I am currently embarking on, is astronomical.  

Mr T.R. Buswell: Knock off the third story.  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: I will be lucky to get out of building the new family home for under $1 million. It is a 
major challenge. Fortunately, I am not a first homebuyer, and have the opportunity to organise other ways of 
doing that. But this proposed cap lands unfairly on first homebuyers and I am very pleased that the member for 
North West has been able to persuade the shadow minister to draft an amendment to the bill. I leave it there for 
him to have his say.  

MR V.A. CATANIA (North West) [4.47 pm]: I rise to support the comments made by the member for 
Rockingham and the member for Pilbara on this very important issue of an amendment to the first Home Owner 
Grant Amendment Bill. I think we all agree there should be a cap on the first homebuyer�s grant but, 
unfortunately, in the north west and, as we have said, Karratha, the threshold for a cap needs to be quite a lot 
higher than what the government is proposing. The figure we discussed with the member for Rockingham and 
the member for Pilbara was $1 million. We are finding, particularly in Karratha, that people renting in Perth who 
have secured a very high paying job in the Pilbara are deciding to move to Karratha with their family, if they 
have one, or on their own. They may have been saving for a deposit, but if they have been renting a family home 
in Perth because they have a child or two, the cost of a house can be very high. It costs between $750 000 and 
$950 000, sometimes even $1 million, for a house that is suitable for a family. That is where we are coming 
from.  

We spoke about the average price of housing. The member for Pilbara said that the average price for a house in 
Port Hedland is $832 000. Based on reports by the government�s own agency, the Pilbara Development 
Commission, in the last quarter�that is, the third quarter of 2008�the average price for a house was $809 000. 
That is quite substantial, substantially higher than house prices in Perth. We came up with the figure of 
$1 million because that ensures that everyone is covered. The average rental income in Karratha is $1 173 a 
week, which is a substantial amount of money to pay. Given that cost, it would pay to buy a house in Karratha, 
which would cost around $800 000 or $900 000.  

The proposal is to ensure that the Pilbara and Kimberley are covered above the twenty-sixth parallel. Places such 
as Exmouth are experiencing huge growth at the moment. This downturn in the economy has not really affected 
the north west at all. Out of all the towns in the Pilbara, Karratha is probably having a bit of a downturn but it 
will not affect the average price of a house. There may be a difference of $10 000 or $20 000. Once the economy 
picks up again, I am sure the average price will return to the $850 000 mark. It is quite substantial. It is very 
important that people are encouraged to settle and remain in the north west in order to build and maintain a 
vibrant community. We want to ensure that the north west is a place to live and bring up a family. We need to 
ensure that we encourage people to invest in the north west because that is the only way we will get that vibrancy 
and maintain a sense of community.  

I do not think anyone disagrees with capping the first home owner grant. I think $750 000 is a fair cap for places 
south of the twenty-sixth parallel. We need a cap of $1 million in the north. As the member for Rockingham 
said, Queensland has a cap of $1 million right across the board. We do not propose a cap of that nature. This cap 
will not affect a lot of people, but we do not want to deter people from living in the Pilbara. We want to make 
sure that it becomes a family-friendly environment, and we need to do whatever it takes to ensure that happens. I 
ask the Treasurer to consider the amendment proposed by the member for Rockingham as it will go a long way 
towards reinforcing what is happening above the twenty-sixth parallel and will also reinforce the fact that the 
government, the opposition and everyone in this state realises how important the Pilbara is to the state�s 
economy and the nation�s economy. 
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Mr T.R. Buswell: Do you have the same local advice that the member for Pilbara had in relation to how many 
people you think would miss out per annum with this change, just anecdotally, mainly in Karratha? 
Mr V.A. CATANIA: It is probably about the same. In saying that, one-bedroom apartments are obviously 
cheaper. I am finding that a lot of families are moving to Karratha. They have been renting in Perth, have been 
saving some money, have high-paying jobs in Karratha and they can afford to take out a mortgage above 
$800 000 for a three-bedroom house to cater for their two or three kids. It may be a little more � 
Mr T.R. Buswell: So you are advising me that at the moment a little more than 10 people per year are moving in 
and accessing the first home owner grant over $750 000.  

Mr V.A. CATANIA: Yes. I am happy to clarify those figures when we go into consideration in detail. At the 
moment I am gathering that support through the real estate agents in Karratha. I am sure that the people of the 
north west appreciate the Treasurer�s consideration of this amendment. The proposal will not require a lot of 
money from the public purse. It will go a long way towards not only ensuring that the north west is a family-
friendly place but also that it is a place where people can invest a lot of money to live and work and participate in 
the state�s economy. It is a huge leap. Over $800 000 is a huge investment for a first home buyer but that is the 
price people pay for living in the Pilbara. I support this amendment. I hope the Treasurer can consider it. I look 
forward to participating in consideration in detail where I can provide that information to assist him in 
supporting this amendment.  

MR T.R. BUSWELL (Vasse � Treasurer) [4.56 pm] � in reply: I wish to make a couple of comments to 
conclude the second reading debate before we come back next week. I thank members opposite for their 
contributions and thank the member for Rockingham for placing the amendment on the notice paper so we can 
give it some consideration between now and when the house resumes next week. We will give the amendment 
some consideration. During consideration in detail we will listen to the arguments put by the member. I urge the 
member for North West to come back with that information. The only reason I ask for that is that the member 
indicated that in Port Hedland around 10 people a year are currently accessing the first home owner grant. 

Mr T.G. Stephens interjected. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: It should be more. He is basically saying that at the moment around 10 people, maybe 
slightly more in Karratha, are accessing the first home owner grant for properties worth over $750 000 who 
would be excluded from moving. My advice is that from 1 July 2006 until today in the area north of the twenty-
sixth parallel, five people have received the first home owner grant for properties worth over $750 000. The fact 
that it might be only five people over four years, about a person a year, does not necessarily detract from the 
amendment but I do not want members to fall over themselves trying to present information that may be slightly 
inflated. First home owner grant applications are pretty easy to track. I am happy to have the discussion. I do not 
want members to inflate their argument because someone on this side may try to mount a similar argument for 
the suburb they come from. I want to be presented with a nice defensible argument. The information I have heard 
so far is not backed up by facts. Notwithstanding that, I am sure that members will do that research through their 
electorate offices and through their local real estate agents over the next few days.  

Mr M. McGowan: I gave you pretty good facts in the REIWA figures. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I am not disputing the fact that house prices are higher. That is a fair argument. The only 
point I am making is that since 1 July 2006 only five first home owner grants have been paid for properties 
valued over $750 000 in the area the amendment relates to, not at least 10 a year and definitely no more than 10 
a year. There have been five in total across the whole area in four years. Maybe members could get me some 
more information to help � 

Mr T.G. Stephens: I understand that.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Otherwise, I am very happy to look at the amendment. I thank members for their support 
of the principle of the cap. It is worthwhile pointing out that the states have wanted to do it for a while. The 
changes that our Premier was involved with at the Council of Australian Governments last year enabled us to 
consider this piece of legislation. I look forward to consideration in detail next week.  

Question put and passed.  

Bill read a second time.  

House adjourned at 5.00 pm 

__________ 
 
 


