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REGIONAL INVESTMENT FUND BILL 2001 
Committee 

Resumed from 27 February.  The Chairman of Committees (Hon George Cash) in the Chair; Hon Kim Chance 
(Leader of the House) in charge of the Bill. 

Clause 5:  Regional Assistance Authority - 

Progress was reported after the clause had been partly considered. 

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  When we dealt with this Bill on 27 February, we had a very interesting but concerning 
discussion relating to the role of Local Agenda 21 in this Bill.  At that time, Hon Kim Chance, the Leader of the 
Opposition and Hon Peter Foss indicated that they were unfamiliar with Local Agenda 21.  I trust that their staff 
have since informed them about it.  Some people from the bureaucracy have expressed surprise at their not 
knowing what it is.  I am not particularly good at looking up information on the Internet; however, I typed 
“agenda 21” into a search engine and found the Rio declaration.  I would have had it with me to distribute to the 
minister, the Leader of the Opposition and any other member who wanted it if I had known that we would deal 
with this Bill this afternoon.  The principles of sustainability of Local Agenda 21 are mentioned in the 
Government’s heavy industry policies.  To get a copy of the Rio declaration or Local Agenda 21, the minister 
and the Leader of the Opposition would need only type the phrase “agenda 21” into a search engine to find a 
clear statement relating to Australia’s agreement to implement its policies.  It has been mentioned also in a 
number of documents relating to regional development.  We are still left none the wiser about where that fits into 
this whole regional investment fund. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE:  It might take a moment or two to get our minds around this Bill, which has been 
debated on and off since it was first introduced.  This Bill has been handled by a couple of ministers and we have 
reached clause 5.  I have not had time to go to the Hansard of the previous debate.  I remember the matter raised 
by Hon Dee Margetts, and I must confess I have not followed it up, but I certainly will, because I know how 
important it will be to all of us - if Hon Tom Stephens tells us the Government’s policy.  I am hoping he knows 
what it is. 

Hon Tom Stephens:  I do. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE:  Clause 5 sets up a Regional Assistance Authority, and the authority is to be governed 
by the minister, and the minister in the name of the authority is to perform the functions, determine the policies 
and control the affairs of the authority.  We are basically setting up a statutory authority that is the minister.  As I 
was indicating last time we talked about this issue, it is rather unusual. 

Hon Tom Stephens:  It is correct you were indicating that, but it is not correct that it is unusual. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE:  The minister may be right.  Even if it is usual, it is not something I have come across 
on a regular basis during my time in politics.  I wonder why we do it, anyway, bearing in mind that the idea of 
statutory authorities is to create organisations that are at arm’s length from ministers.  Ministers operate 
government departments in order to implement government policy, and ministers advise government 
departments of their policies, and the departments are then obliged to implement that policy.  However, in areas 
of government activity where the Government seeks to be at arm’s length from the decision-making processes, it 
creates a statutory authority.  The member would know about this because he was involved in a report prepared 
by the Standing Committee on Government Agencies, which had looked at the relationship between ministers 
and government agencies.  The notion of statutory authorities is one of an organisation that is created to make 
decisions and the minister is not directly involved in the day-to-day activities of that authority.  Statutory 
authorities are required to implement the Government’s policy or to operate under its charter, but the whole idea 
of having statutory authorities is to create this arm’s length relationship.  It seems a bit odd to me, therefore - 
even if it has happened a thousand times before - that we should create under statute an authority that is in fact 
the minister.  That is the first point I want to make about this issue: why is the minister the authority?   

Secondly, if the minister wants to go down this path of having an authority rather than the minister simply 
making the decisions, why does he not create a statutory authority which is not the minister but which consists of 
other people independent of the minister who can carry out the functions of the authority?  Firstly, why the 
minister?  Why has the minister not chosen to use the powers he has as a minister through the administration of a 
government department to allocate money from a fund such as the regional investment fund?  Why does the 
minister not create a separate statutory authority made up of independent people? 

I ask these questions because money in this $75 million fund will be allocated by the minister.  The minister 
might create a statutory authority to hand out $75 million and have that statutory authority made up of 
independent people who make recommendations to the minister in order to ensure that the minister is at arm’s 
length from the decision-making process regarding the handing out of the money.  I can understand why he 
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would do that.  On the other hand, he can hand out the money as a minister through his department without any 
need for an authority. 

Will the minister explain why he seems to be having two-bob each way?  The minister will make the decisions, 
but he is calling himself an authority while he does that.  I do not think that makes the situation any more 
transparent.  Why can this not be done through a department?  If the minister must have an authority, why is it 
not separate from the minister?   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The Leader of the Opposition has asked a question that would spring out of the page at 
any member of the Chamber looking at the words within the clauses of this Bill.  The reply reminds us of the 
processes we regularly establish by statute when dealing with the ordinary processes of government.  The Clerks 
at the Table, or anyone with computer skills, could produce a list of the statutes of this State.  As I previously 
explained, in my capacity as Minister for Works, for instance, I am the Western Australian Building 
Management Authority.  The former Minister for Works was once that same authority.  Ministers are set up as 
authorities under a number of statutes.  This is not one of those statutory authorities that is set up with an 
independent governing board such as a regional development commission.  This is not setting up an authority at 
arm’s length from the Government.  This is simply defining the minister as responsible for the carriage and 
administration of this Act.   

The functions of the regional investment fund at the moment are being administered by government through 
another authority; that is, the Minister for State Development.  Every item of expenditure under the regional 
investment fund, because this Bill is not yet an Act, is being administered through the Minister for State 
Development.  For the purposes of the reports, regional development commissions that seek to spend funds 
under this program of government are currently required to work through that minister through his authority 
under the Industry and Technology Development Act.  That Act gives that minister his authority.  I am sure the 
former Education Minister would have existed in a variety of forms as an authority as well.  The range of 
structures that are set up by statute are varied, but not terribly complex.  Sometimes they spring out of the page at 
members and they ask a question because they think it is something unusual, but it is not.   

The purpose of this Bill is to consolidate the pre-election commitments of this Government into one transparent 
arrangement.  It is not about anything that we needed to do as a Government.  We wanted to place in front of the 
Parliament and the community exactly what we were doing through this process.  Part of the regional investment 
fund, as has been previously announced, will be allocated to those statutory authorities that have boards - that is, 
to the regional development commissions.  Those development commissions are making decisions - some have 
already done that and some are still involved in the process - on that portion of this fund that they will allocate 
independently of ministers until they reach a certain level.  They will require ministerial approval once they have 
got to that level.  This is a familiar and regular process within government.  Many of these authorities exist.  
There will be many members of this Chamber - I suspect even the Leader of the Opposition, when he was a 
minister - who existed in a variety of forms as an authority.  I suspect that the public education endowment fund 
probably positioned the Education Minister as an authority under that Act. 

Hon Norman Moore:  It was a separate organisation. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  It had a body and a board.  I am purely guessing.  If Hon Norman Moore was not an 
authority in that capacity, he may have acted as an authority in his capacity as Minister for Tourism.  I would be 
surprised if he did not exist as an authority at some stage in his ministerial career.  The former Minister for 
Works existed as an authority.  I, as Minister for Works, exist as an authority under another statute.  There is 
nothing surprising or unusual about that.  This simply provides, through the accounts of the Parliament, the 
requirements of Treasury and the accountability provisions of government, that this authority, me, will deliver to 
the Parliament the reports that will show how this fund is being spent.  It is aimed entirely, almost exclusively, at 
providing an accountable minister and a transparent process.  That process must be on display, otherwise it is an 
opaque process.  An opaque process is one in which the information goes back through another minister and the 
trail gets lost.  It is nothing more complex than that.  The Government could have pressed on with a rather 
opaque arrangement but it decided not to bother.  Instead, it decided to deliver to the Parliament, and through it 
to the wider community, a simple and transparent mechanism.   

Sustainable development was a pre-election commitment of this Government.  That commitment is now being 
rolled out through the principles that will hopefully illuminate all government activities.  The sustainability 
principle is not restricted to regional development.  It is a principle that the Government believes will guide 
development and the processes of government across all portfolios.  Professor Peter Newman heads the 
sustainability unit within the Department of the Premier and Cabinet.  I think it was Hon Derrick Tomlinson who 
asked me whether he was snaffled.   

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  I asked whether you were a victim of unrequited love.   
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Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I think the answer to that was yes.  Professor Newman’s task is to roll out the principle 
of sustainability throughout all areas of government activity, including the area of regional development.  
Queensland is currently doing a lot of work in this field to try to ensure that development is done in a way that 
does not go in fits and starts but provides continuous growth.  The idea behind it is to stop development that 
simply occurs with the rise and fall of the fortunes of a limited or finite resource.  Once a use for a particular 
resource is at an end, something else should be available for the ongoing sustainability of a community.   

I will provide an example.  I have been involved with the sustainability principle in the past, although not under 
that name.  In those days it was called the regional adjustment strategy.  When faced with the decision of the 
national Government to remove the large number of personnel from the Exmouth community, we engaged in the 
Exmouth transition strategy.  That eventually resulted in successful negotiations with the Americans to deliver 
back to the Western Australian community the Exmouth development trust fund, which was then utilised for the 
sustainable growth of the Exmouth community.  The previous Government inherited that fund and was able to 
formalise and utilise it for the ongoing development of Exmouth.   

Hon Norman Moore:  What about Shay Gap?   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I can think of Cockatoo, Kulin, Goldsworthy and Shay Gap.  

Hon Norman Moore:  They are towns that have disappeared because industries have gone.  That is not 
sustainable development in your definition.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I will use the diamond mine at Argyle as an example.  Once it is no longer economic to 
mine diamonds at the site of the Argyle diamond mine, the principle of sustainable development would dictate 
that we consider the infrastructure of magnificent roads and the splendid big village to see whether they can be 
incorporated into a tourist location.  The site is in the beautiful location of Mt Pitt overlooking what was known 
as the Barramundi Gap.  

Hon Norman Moore:  Nobody argues with that, but you are saying that to achieve it, we must have sustainable 
development.  The Shay Gap mine is not sustainable.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Once we have moved on from a finite resource, rather than communities that rise and 
fall on the basis of a finite resource, which is after all what an ore body is, we must find what else we can do for 
such a community.   
Hon Norman Moore:  If it has gone, there is no more sustainable development. 
Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The Leader of the Opposition will find that the principles of sustainability will not be 
limited by the definition that we impose on it in this Chamber.  It will be extended more widely.   

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  The Regional Forest Agreement is about chopping down trees and then finding 
something else to do with what is left.   
Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Sustainable use of forestry is a different application of the principle.  It is simply to 
keep that resource available and manage it in such a way that it can be appropriately harvested.  That is not my 
portfolio.   

The CHAIRMAN:  Order!  We are dealing with clause 5.  I clearly heard the word “sustainability” raised.  The 
minister is addressing that, but I do not need the interjections at this stage.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The question is the extension of the principle of the triple bottom line of economic, 
social and environmental impacts.   
Hon Norman Moore:  That happens anyway.  You do not need to give it a title. 
Hon TOM STEPHENS:  We give it a title because we are celebrating it in this Government.   

Hon NORMAN MOORE:  I recognise that the question of sustainable development is dealt with under clause 3, 
which was passed.  However, I seek your indulgence for a moment, Mr Chairman, to allow me to indicate to the 
minister that the first object of the Bill is to encourage the effective planning and management of the sustainable 
development of regional Western Australia.  The last time we discussed this, when the minister was absent on 
parliamentary business, we asked whether it meant that it would get no support from this fund unless it is 
sustainable development.  We need to know what sustainable development means.  I suggest that the Shay Gap 
mining development is not sustainable because nothing else can be done on that site once the ore body has been 
dug out.  On the other hand, the Argyle mine development is different because it could be made into a tourism 
development.   

However, the notion that everything must be called sustainable development is a smokescreen.  It is designed to 
make people feel good but it does not mean anything in reality.  If people can keep a development going and use 
it for another purpose, they will do that as a matter of course if it is economically viable.  Everybody seeks to do 
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that.  However, countless hundreds of former mining towns in Western Australia no longer exist because they 
were not sustainable and never will be sustainable, and nor will most ore bodies in Western Australia.  The 
minister must understand that and stop telling everybody that the Government is doing what the Greens (WA) 
want it to do, when that is not happening.   

These regional development authorities are not around in the thousands at all.  The vast majority are at arm’s 
length from ministers for a very good reason; that is, the Government does not want to make those decisions and 
perhaps be accused of having a political bias, especially when it is handing out money.  This authority is about 
handing out money.  The amount started as $75 million but it is now down to $4 million, if my memory serves 
me rightly.  It is an appalling state of affairs, but that is another story for another day.  If the Government wishes 
to be transparent and give the impression somehow or other that there is no political involvement in handing out 
that money, it should establish a statutory authority with a board that makes the decisions and then tells the 
Government what it has done.  Then the minister or Cabinet can ultimately approve of it.  Such a statutory 
authority would be appropriate for a fund of this type.  If the minister wants to establish an authority, it is not 
appropriate for him to be the authority and then to hand out the money based on what he considers to be 
desirable.  The minister cannot have it both ways.  If he wants to hand out the money, he should have it 
appropriated to his department to be expended to achieve certain objectives.  People would be able to apply for 
the money in a certain way and the minister would hand out the funds.  The Minister for Sport and Recreation 
administers the sporting and recreation facilities fund.  There is no authority; it is simply an allocation in the 
budget through the Department of Sport and Recreation and the minister makes the decisions.  When I was 
responsible for that fund, I took recommendations to Cabinet and it made the decisions.  The minister is trying to 
have two bob each way.  He is saying there is a transparent authority when the authority is the minister.   

Progress reported and leave granted to sit again, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


