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GOVERNMENT DEBT 

227. Mr B.S. WYATT to the Treasurer: 
The midyear review, together with the latest quarterly financial results report and the Treasurer’s unprecedented 
bid for a further $1.2 billion in the Treasurer’s advance raise a number of alarming possibilities. 

(1) Does the Treasurer share the Under Treasurer’s view, published in today’s Australian Financial 
Review, that the government’s appetite for debt cannot be met in the current market? 

(2) What are the implications for vital infrastructure spending if the market continues to be frightened by 
the Treasurer’s uncontrolled expense growth? 

(3) What is the strategy for attracting the market to fund the Treasurer’s excesses? 

(4) Does the Treasurer intend to act consistently with the Government Financial Responsibility Act 2000 
and confirm for the Parliament and the electorate that he has abandoned the prudent financial targets of 
the Gallop and Carpenter governments? 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL replied:  
(1)-(4) I thank the shadow Treasurer for at last asking me a question in Parliament. Here we are, five days into 

the parliamentary year, in the midst of the most significant economic crisis that this state will face 
probably in our lifetime, and at long last the de facto shadow Treasurer — 

Several members interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Members, I want to hear the answer to the question asked by the member for Victoria Park, 
and I am sure he does as well. I urge all members to desist, at least temporarily, from interjecting. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Thank you, Mr Speaker, for that advice.  

I am glad the shadow Treasurer has asked a question and finally put me in his pretend shadow. The issue 
surrounding state debt referred to by the shadow Treasurer is a very significant concern for Western Australia. It 
is a very significant concern for most state-based jurisdictions around Australia. It is an issue that has been raised 
previously with the federal government at Treasurers’ meetings; it is an issue that has been raised at officer level 
numerous times in correspondence; and it is an issue that arose the day after, or within a very short period 
thereafter, the federal government introduced the federal bank deposit guarantee. By offering to guarantee bank 
deposits, the federal government has, inadvertently—I accept the federal Treasurer’s argument that this was an 
inadvertent and unanticipated outcome—but effectively undermined the attractiveness of state debt, both here in 
Western Australia and in other jurisdictions. What has that done? It has made it more difficult for the Western 
Australian government, as for other state-based jurisdictions, to attract debt. The net result is that the state is 
increasingly being forced into the short-term end of the debt market, which is a much more volatile situation for 
the state government to be in and which is having a significant impact on our capacity to manage our interest rate 
costs moving forward. Relative to bank interest rates, it has resulted in us being forced to pay a premium 
compared with what we were paying in interest before the bank deposit guarantee. If I remember, that premium 
is between 1.2 and 1.4 per cent—I can get the exact data for members—dependent on the length of the debt. Two 
things have happened in Western Australia: we cannot get long-term paper and we have to borrow at the short-
term end of the market. Effectively, we are paying approximately 1.2 per cent more in interest than we should 
otherwise be paying. The people who are paying the costs of the federal government policy decision to guarantee 
bank deposits are the taxpayers of Western Australia. That is an unacceptable situation.  

Mr E.S. Ripper: Does your 12 to 13 per cent unsustainable expense growth have nothing to do with it? Does 
your unsustainable royalties for regions deal have nothing to do with it? 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I know the Leader of the Opposition has fiscal relevance deprivation syndrome, but the 
fact is that this challenge faces everyone at the federal Treasurer’s conferences. I know the member misses his 
former colleagues, but I do not know whether they miss him. Notwithstanding that, this is a challenge we all 
face. It is a difficult, serious and significant issue.  

What is this government doing to address the issue in the short term? We are corresponding with the 
commonwealth and putting forward a range of options, as are the other states, to assist in working through this 
economic crisis. To his credit, the federal Treasurer is aware of the issue and is, I believe, working on it with the 
federal Treasury.  

In relation to part (2) of the question—what are we doing to protect the stability and the underlying framework 
of the state’s finances?—we are doing a range of things, including the three per cent efficiency dividend; the 
economic audit, which will yield significant new efficiencies for government; the capital works audit to cut 
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down on the bad old days, as we saw with the Perth Arena, when things were never delivered on time or on 
budget; and a revolving range of value for money audits on behalf of the taxpayers of Western Australia. These 
are very challenging times. We are working in a proactive, aggressive way to protect the stability of the state’s 
finances. 
 


