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COAL INDUSTRY SUPERANNUATION AMENDMENT BILL 2004 
Second Reading 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe - Leader of the Opposition) [12.09 pm]:  The Opposition supports the Bill.  
This is a relatively minor piece of legislation, although I am sure that for current and former coal industry 
workers it is very important.  According to the second reading speech, this Bill amends the Coal Industry 
Superannuation Act 1989.  There has always been a quite unique superannuation arrangement in place for the 
coal industry, which I guess reflects the particular nature of that industry.  The minister opposite would probably 
know more about this than I, but it has been very much a closed shop for every arrangement in Collie.  

The superannuation fund dates back to state legislation in 1943, and has provided benefits for employees within 
the coal industry.  It has involved government, unions and the coalmining companies.  In 1989 the fund was 
taken out of direct government control and, in line with other superannuation funds, it became more of an 
industry-based fund of employers and employees within the industry.  A board was set up to manage it.  In 1989 
there was one step forward for that fund, which was very much a government-run fund for the coal industry.  It 
became more of an industry-based fund, with both the companies and the unions involved. 

Of course, in the interim, many changes to superannuation law have been put in place, particularly at the federal 
level.  It is pleasing that the fund is strong financially.  It has some 800 members and $80 million in net assets.  
That is not a bad carve-up - $100 000 each, I suppose, if the fund were wound up.  It looks as though both former 
and current coal industry employees will be well provided for in their retirement.  That is good.  It is important 
that any superannuation fund have a level of stability, and this is an asset-rich fund. 

I understand that there has been a lot of consultation between the superannuation authorities, the industry, unions 
and companies.  Indeed, actuaries have been brought in to provide advice.  There was a need to make some 
amendments - most of them are of a fairly minor nature - to bring this fund into line with changes in federal 
superannuation law.  One of the major changes related to allowing spouses of fund members to be registered and 
to open accounts with the fund.  Presumably, that provided the spouses of members with some tax benefits, as is 
the case with most other funds, and I presume it also provided them with a greater degree of protection and 
security.  Unless I am missing something, I interpret these changes as primarily bringing this fund one further 
step down the road to being consistent with other funds and the law. 

As I said, the Opposition will support the Bill.  The coalmining industry and its workers and unions are a 
colourful part of Western Australian history.  Collie and the coal industry should have a major continuing role in 
power generation within this State.  I am aware of the history.  Obviously, the member for Collie would know 
that far better than I, as would probably the minister opposite, whose previous role before becoming a member of 
Parliament would have brought him into contact with many of these issues. 

I must say that I have always had a great respect for coal industry workers.  I know that I may not be portrayed in 
that way all the time.  However, when I first became a minister in 1993, there had been a protracted period of 
public debate over a coal-fired power station for Collie.  As a new member of Parliament and an opposition 
spokesperson for energy at the time, I looked at that very carefully.  I formed the view that further modern coal 
technology should be developed in Collie.  At the time of the 1993 election there was a hiatus.  I will not go back 
into the politics of that.  However, the situation was a mess.  For 10 or 12 years vague promises and various 
commitments had been made at the federal and state levels about a coal station.  There was a preferred bidder, 
ABB Australia Pty Ltd, with a very vague arrangement about a new power station.  It was by any standards a 
mess.  It was too much power generation to bring on at that time, and the arrangements of the contract had 
pushed the cost of that project out to in excess of $2 billion. 

When I became a minister, I got the former head of Pacific Power in New South Wales to come to Western 
Australia and work from my office for about three months to sort out what I thought was a mess.  As someone 
who knew the industry, coalmining, and coalmining unions and companies, he was very effective.  We made a 
decision to build a 300-megawatt coal-fired station, with ABB as the contractor.  It was owned by Western 
Power, but it was essentially put under private or independent contract management.  The station was designed 
to accommodate a second 300-megawatt unit, and potentially a third 300-megawatt unit.  The important point is 
that, certainly for a second unit, all the necessary approvals are in place.  My view is that the lowest cost, most 
efficient addition to new power generation in this State would be to place the second unit onto the Collie power 
station.  It was built for that purpose, and it is the logical thing to do. 

It is a pity for Collie that the State Government has gone down the same path as did the previous Labor 
Government in the 1980s; that is, it has opted for a broadly based tender process.  Inevitably, that will degenerate 
into a debate about gas versus coal.  A debate about gas versus coal is not a particularly illuminating debate - pun 
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not intended - for anyone, because they are both fuels.  The Western Australian economy is blessed with perhaps 
500 to 1 000 years potentially of coal resource, and it probably has 150 years of natural gas resource, including 
allowance for export growth.  During the time of the previous Government in this State, power generation grew 
in capacity by about 1 300 megawatts.  Of that, only 300 megawatts - Collie A - were based on coal.  The other 
1 000 megawatts were based on gas.  Western Australia should now be in a strong position, when roughly half 
the generation is coal and half is gas.  Coal has more than a half share on the south west grid, but in the State 
overall, it is about 50-50.  That is quite a healthy position to be in. 

In Western Australia, we need to bring on a second unit at the Collie power station, and we also need to bring on 
additional gas-powered generation.  Coal is the better fuel for base-load generation for stations that run seven 
days a week, 24 hours a day.  Of course, it is more expensive and takes longer to build a coal station, but the 
operating costs and the long-term efficiencies are better.  Collie coal is relatively clean.  It is separated from the 
major urban area and operates very well. 

I will return to employees.  As a minister, one of the issues that I had to deal with relating to employees was the 
cessation of underground coalmining.  It was an interesting issue.  Wesfarmers, through Western Collieries Ltd, 
still had underground coal operations.  They were not efficient or competitive.  Indeed, underground coalmining 
was continuing only because of a state government obligation whereby companies had to mine coal, and the 
price being paid for underground coal was very high.  There were a series of commercial issues in the first 
instance.  A lot of concerns were raised by workers, and particularly the unions.  To stop underground 
coalmining would mean a loss of jobs.  I recognised the impact that would have on the community.   

I went to Collie several times and spoke to people.  What seemed to come through to me - I think I was reading 
the mood right - was that there was up-front opposition to stopping underground coalmining because it would 
mean a loss of jobs and would take something away from the Collie economy.  However, when people spoke to 
me informally after the meetings, whether they were union officials, councillors or just people from the 
community, and particularly women, most of them said that they thought underground coalmining should stop.  
They were concerned about safety and other issues.  I do not know whether it is unfair of me to say that, because 
many of the people who made comments along those lines to me probably had a different public position.  It did 
not take long before the debate about underground coalmining really became an issue about how it would be 
stopped and how the interests of employees would be looked after. 

I did not sense a great deal of anger at a personal level.  I am not denying that there was probably a significant 
impact on individual workers, families and the community.  However, I believe there was a broad underlying 
acceptance that the time for underground coalmining in Collie had come to an end, and it was more a matter of 
finishing underground coalmining and doing it in as fair a way as possible.  The member for Collie will probably 
disagree with me.  As a minister, I did what I could to make sure that was done as properly as could be.  I said to 
the head of Wesfarmers at the time, “Please remember that those coalmining workers are employees of yours, 
not of the State Government.”  To stop underground coalmining required the agreement of the State Government 
because of the legal framework that was in place.  However, at the end of the day, it was a private coalmine with 
private sector employees.  Nevertheless, the State Government had to agree to that.  I think it worked out as well 
as could be expected.  I know there was the loss of about 270 jobs in Collie, which would have had a big impact 
on the town.  However, given that superannuation arrangements such as this fund are in place, I hope the long-
term hardship was not that great.  Many of those who left the industry were probably people who had been in 
coalmining for a long time.  They were probably approaching the stage at which they really did not want to 
spend their working life underground any more.  Obviously, in coalmining, as with all forms of mining, there is 
always the danger of methane gas and respiratory problems developing.  Collie, like any coalmining centre, has 
its own history of some of the occupational health impacts of coalmining.  

I see a good future for the coal industry in this State.  I think the industry probably engages a little too much in 
politics; it would be better keeping to the merits of the case, because the merits are strong.  Coal is the best fuel 
for base-load power generation.  Collie B power station should be built, and, with time, there should be a gradual 
redevelopment and improvement of the facilities at the Muja power station.  Obviously, some of the smaller, 
older generators are not efficient or reliable and we should have a continuing program of upgrading power 
generation based on coal.  I would like to see within the south-west grid that approximate balance of half coal 
and half gas.  That will be difficult to maintain because even if Collie B is built, a lot of growth will probably 
occur in gas in the private sector generation.  Having said that, there will be more discussion over the next six 
months or year about the coal industry and power generation.  Our coal is good coal.  It produces low emissions.  
A lot of the new coal efficiencies and technologies that are coming in place will allow coal to match gas.  I know 
that the coal industry goes on and on with the argument about greenhouse emissions from coal being not as bad 
as people make out.  That argument is a little spurious to some extent.  It seems to me to be quite self-evident 
that natural gas has a lower level of emissions than coal.  However, that does not mean that coal does not have a 
significant role.   
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In conclusion, this week the federal Government announced a major set of policy decisions relating to energy.  It 
has received a varied reaction, as might be expected with any policy announcement.  However, one thing was 
missing from that analysis.  If Australia seriously wants to reduce its greenhouse emissions and avoid a growth 
in greenhouse emissions in the future, then this is probably one of the few developed countries in the world, if 
not the only, that has a clear and simple option available to it; that is, not to get caught up with all sorts of 
complex technologies but to simply make use of Australia’s natural gas resources across the nation, not just 
within Western Australia.  The development of a transnational pipeline is no longer a pie in the sky type project.  
It probably would require an expenditure of about $1.5 billion to connect up the north-west coast with the 
existing infrastructure in central Australia.  It is something I talked about as a minister.  I know the current 
Government has also talked about it.  Rex Connor talked about it 25 years ago!  The idea is not new but the 
idea’s time is here.  I know that coal interests on the east coast would probably see that as some sort of a threat; it 
is not a threat.  In my view, we should be taking our natural gas into the major markets of New South Wales, 
Victoria and Queensland, and we should be ensuring in those States that the new power generation as it comes 
on is increasingly based on natural gas.  Coal will always be around, and it will still grow because of its position 
in base-load power generation, but mid-merit peaking plants around Australia should use gas, and we can do it.  
We do not have to invest huge amounts of money in exotic technologies that may not have a commercial 
application for another 10 or 20 years when we have available very simple engineering solutions to provide 
greater use of natural gas in the Australian economy.  Any other developed country in the world would love to 
have that opportunity, yet, Australia still cannot get beyond thinking about east coast coal reserves.  That is a 
disappointment.  I have found it disappointing in recent times that we still have debates about bringing in natural 
gas from Papua New Guinea to Gladstone and perhaps Brisbane and further south.  When we have one of the 
world’s great undeveloped natural gas reserves, why would we put the country in a position of being a gas 
importer?  It is just not sensible.  I have been frustrated as a minister and I continue to be frustrated as the Leader 
of the Opposition for the failure to recognise the economic opportunities in Australia by using Australia’s natural 
gas resource.  I think the Americans understand it.  I think the Europeans understand it, which is why Europe 
imports so much natural gas from central Asia.  It is why the Americans are now looking at buying natural gas 
internationally.  Six weeks ago the world president of one major United States corporation with significant 
interests in Australia came to see me.  His opening comment as he walked in the door was why are we giving all 
our gas away to America.  He said that his country would happily buy it and use it, and that we were mad.  He is 
right; that was a good observation.  A country will prosper best by using its natural resources for its own benefit.   

However, that is for the future, and we should see an increasing proportion of national power generation based 
on gas.  I predict that over the next 10 or 20 years in this State, the gas industry will grow more quickly, but the 
coal industry will also grow.  It is not a matter of having gas or coal - I hope the debate does not degenerate to 
that.  It is a fact that gas will probably increase its market share but coal will grow in absolute terms.  There is 
plenty of scope for a second unit at Collie and for a redevelopment of the Muja power station and an expansion 
of its capacity.  We will use that facility because Muja has all the permits in place with all the emissions; and 
upgrading and putting in more modern, cleaner and efficient technology that is widely available for coal is the 
way to go.   

However, I will conclude my comments on that matter, because this Bill is not about the wider issues of the 
industry; it is about the superannuation, retirement and welfare support for coal industry workers.  For an 
industry such as coalmining and a State that prides itself on its mining industry, it is good that workers within 
those industries feel secure.  They are at risk of physical injury, which tragically occurs occasionally and 
happened even recently, and of respiratory problems and other things that can occur.  Despite the best efforts of 
industry, those risks and dangers will always be present in a mining industry sector.  This is a strong fund that is 
in good shape, and its modernisation is appropriate.  Giving the spouses of coal industry workers access and 
rights in line with other superannuation funds is the correct thing to do.  I give my support to the Bill.   

MR M.P. MURRAY (Collie) [12.27 pm]:  I was going to be very brief in my remarks on this Bill, but after the 
Leader of the Opposition’s speech, I will be making a few more comments.   

I am glad to see the change in attitude of the Leader of the Opposition.  Previously, he had been reluctant to say 
where the coal industry sits.  I guess with an election in the air, that has changed.   

Mr C.J. Barnett:  I am not having a go at the member for Collie, but I have never held a different view.  You will 
not find me saying anything different.   

Mr M.P. MURRAY:  It is quite different from a previous conference or speaking engagement attended by the 
Leader of the Opposition at which one of his proudest moments was to see the underground coal mine shut 
down, which is why I agree with some of his comments.  I can see the Leader of the Opposition is nodding his 
head, so he certainly agrees with me on that.  Although I agree with some of his comments about safety in the 
underground mines at the time when I was working there, it was an issue because of the uncertainty that was put 
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around by the Governments of the time - not just one Government.  Infrastructure was not updated and some of 
the gear we were working with in the underground at that time was from the 1940s and 1950s.   

Mr C.J. Barnett:  How long did you work underground?   

Mr M.P. MURRAY:  For 12 years, so I certainly understand some of the problems, and the safety aspect did not 
progress.  However, in saying that, safety was an issue at the time and, unfortunately, towards the end of the 
underground era, one person was killed because of the short cuts that were again being taken in an effort to get 
out quotas.  I understand where the Leader of the Opposition is coming from; I am glad that he has finally seen 
the light and is supporting the coal industry in its endeavours.  I agree with his balanced fuel proposal.   

We should take note of what has happened this week in Dongara.  A gas well has blown out, but it has not been 
able to be capped.  It also raises the issue of greenhouse gas effects.  Who will measure how much methane gas 
escapes into the air?  Collie coal does not contain methane.  Methane is one of the main contributors to the 
greenhouse effect.  When an uncapped well spews out 200 000 cubic metres of gas because we do not have the 
technology to deal with it, all we can say is that, thankfully, it did not catch fire and no-one was seriously hurt.  
If it had been a major well off the North West Shelf, we would have been short of power again because we do 
not have the balance right.  I am sure that, even in this cold weather, the coal-fired power stations would not be 
able to pick up the slack.  I certainly do not shut my eyes to other issues in the energy industry.  I recently visited 
Alcoa World Alumina Australia to look at its proposal for co-generation; it is a quite sound proposal.  However, 
we must keep the balance right.  I will leave my comments on the coal industry there and get on to the issue of 
superannuation. 

I must take off my hat to people involved with the coal industry superannuation fund.  It was probably one of the 
first compulsory superannuation funds in any industry in Western Australia.  It first started as a top-up fund for 
the age pension, and later became a defined benefit fund.  After that, it remained as a defined benefit fund but 
with superannuation benefits.  It was a leader in many ways before the Labor Government introduced 
compulsory superannuation.  For many years it was envied by other industries and copied by them.  The people 
running the fund were subject to elections and, therefore, people could be part of the decision-making process.  It 
has been well-managed; it is cashed up.  There was a time when it was not; it was a little bit behind.  Under an 
industrial agreement, the coal companies helped the fund become cashed up so that it was fully funded.  There 
have been many amendments over the years.  The amendments before the House are minor.  They are to help the 
fund stay in the modern world and keep above the base rate.  It does not include the compulsory overtime 
component, which is an issue at the moment.  On average weekly earnings, it is up there with the best of them.  
The only few problems are, again, industrial ones and not so much anything under the Act.  There is now a 
compulsory 42-hour working week on the coalfields, after its being a 35-hour working week for many years.  In 
the view of some people, that has left a shortfall in super earnings each year.  I again congratulate the people 
who have been working on the fund for many years and who have contributed to its openness and accountability. 

Mr C.J. Barnett:  How many miners are there in the coal industry?   

Mr M.P. MURRAY:  About 600, all up.  That is not direct workers; some of them are ancillary.  Approximately 
300 people work for each company.  The companies are quite large employers.  We would certainly not want 
either of the companies to go to the wall because it would damage Collie.  Before I finish, I must comment on 
how the community coped.  It took a while for the impact to go through the town.  The town became very 
depressed.  People did not know whether they had jobs or what was happening.  People did not come out to help 
in the community.  A similar thing is happening in the dairy industry.  People draw back and cannot be 
encouraged to do any community work.  It is something that takes a lot of working through.  It has to start at the 
bottom.  I am glad to say that it is changing.  I hope the same thing can happen in the dairy industry.  Once 
people in the industry adjust, they will come out.  It is little things such as umpiring football or coaching netball; 
those sorts of things.  People become so depressed that they do not want to come out.  Over time, people have to 
move on.  It is quite astounding to see that happen in like industries.  I do not mean “like” in the sense of what 
the industries do, but what happens in those industries.  I would never have thought that I could compare what 
happens in the dairy industry with what happens in a coalmine.  With a little bit of luck and a lot of hard work, I 
might be able to help the dairy industry in future.  I support the Bill and the amendments contained in it, and 
commend it to the House. 

MR C.M. BROWN (Bassendean - Minister for State Development) [12.35 pm]:  I thank the Leader of the 
Opposition and the member for Collie for their comments in support of this Bill.  It is not my intention to 
traverse all the matters canvassed by the Leader of the Opposition.  Obviously, matters of energy policy will be 
discussed quite a lot over the next six to eight months.  It seems to be a propitious time for energy policy to be 
discussed.  This Bill makes some minor changes to the superannuation arrangements to bring them into line with 
national superannuation legislation.  I am pleased that the Bill has enjoyed the support of the Opposition and the 
member for Collie.  I place on record my thanks to Mr Chris Fitzhardinge, who is engaged in my office as a 
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senior public servant.  He carried out the review of the Act and made the recommendations that led to the Bill 
before the House. 

Question put and passed. 

Bill read a second time. 

Consideration in Detail 
Clause 1:  Short title - 
Mr C.J. BARNETT:  I would like some explanation of the structure of the board that will oversee the legislation.  
What is the composition and who are the various parties?  If that can be answered now, it will save us time later. 

Mr C.M. BROWN:  The board comprises a mix of nominated, elected and appointed members.  It contains two 
employer representatives nominated by Griffin Coal Mining Co Pty Ltd and Wesfarmers Premier Coal Ltd.  Two 
of the board members are elected as employee representatives.  The chairperson is an independent appointment 
made by the Governor on recommendation. 

Clause put and passed.   

Clauses 2 to 4 put and passed.  

Clause 5:  Section 9 amended - 
Mr C.M. BROWN:  I move - 

Page 3, after line 7 - To insert the following - 

(1c) The people specified under subsection (1b) must be people - 

(a) who are, or have been - 

(i) involved in coal mining in Western Australia; or 

(ii) closely related to a person who is or has been involved in coal 
mining in Western Australia;  

and 

(b) whose membership of the Fund would not prevent the Fund being a 
complying superannuation fund within the meaning of the SIS Act. 

Proposed section 9(1b), inserted by clause 5, reads - 

The Governor may, by order published in the Gazette, specify other categories of people who may be 
permitted by the regulations to be members of the Fund. 

Some discussion took place between my office and Hon Norman Moore, representing the Opposition.  In those 
discussions, it was put to us that the provision enabling a general appointment was too wide, and that there 
should be a constraint on that membership so that it is restricted to people who are involved in the coalmining 
industry.  Now the fund is open to spouses.  Definitions of “spouse” vary between the federal and state Acts, so 
the words used by parliamentary counsel to define that are contained in this amendment.  This amendment came 
out of discussions with Hon Norman Moore, on the basis that it would ensure that although other categories of 
people may be permitted by the regulations to be members of the fund, that should be constrained by the fact that 
those people need to be in the coalmining industry or closely related to someone in that industry.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT:  I do not have any difficulty with the principle behind this amendment, but I seek some 
clarification.  I take it that “involved in coal mining in Western Australia” means that a person is a direct 
employee of a coalmining company.  I would be interested to know if that could be extended to include 
employees of contractors.  There is probably a good case for employees of a subcontract miner to also qualify.  
Does the definition include people doing maintenance work on mines or mine equipment?  I raise this because 
this is a fairly wealthy fund, and I am sure that many employees would be quite pleased to be covered by a fund 
with $80 million worth of assets.  

Mr C.M. BROWN:  I am advised that “involved” means in the coalmining industry per se.  That means that 
contractors and employees of contractors are included.  Obviously, in applying, members have to be accepted by 
the board.  There is no automatic arrangement for membership.  They would be eligible to come in; nevertheless, 
they must be accepted by the board.  I was a director of a fund that is now the largest private sector 
superannuation scheme fund in Western Australia.  When people applied to join that fund, they could join, but 
they could become members of that fund only if their employer was also prepared to become a member of the 
fund, sign the deed of adherence, and make contributions on behalf of the employee.  
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I am advised that the average amount set aside for members of the fund is approximately $100 000.  I am also 
advised, as the Leader of the Opposition has said, that this is a well-managed fund, so it meets all the prudential 
requirements of the federal superannuation arrangements.   

Mr C.J. BARNETT:  I seek some clarification of the words “closely related” in proposed section 9(1c)(a)(ii).  
What criteria will be used to determine who is closely related?  Obviously it includes spouses and children - the 
immediate family.  Without wanting to be controversial, are there same-sex issues here?  How will “closely 
related” be defined?  

Mr C.M. BROWN:  This term essentially means a spouse or a child, but it can also mean a person living in a 
family-type arrangement with the employee or the person involved in the industry.  They are the words, and that 
is the criterion by which their eligibility would be judged.  I am advised by parliamentary counsel that that would 
mean an immediate family-type relationship.  

Amendment put and passed. 

Clause, as amended, put and passed. 

Clause 6:  Section 10 amended - 
Mr C.J. BARNETT:  Among other things, this clause relates to investment and management of the fund.  The 
fund was put under the control of a board in 1989.  Are any specified criteria laid down to apply to the type of 
investment this fund should take?  Are the investment rules any different from those of any other superannuation 
fund?  

Mr C.M. BROWN:  I am advised that the investment policy of the board is covered by the Superannuation 
Industry (Supervision) Act arrangements, which are the prudential arrangements applying nationally for 
superannuation funds.  I am also advised that the investment policy of the board is publicly known, and is 
available for all members of the fund to see.  They are able to make comments on it if they agree or disagree, or 
have any suggestions about what it should be.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT:  Proposed section 10(5) refers to the ability of the board to recover any money owing to the 
fund.  Has debt been an issue for the fund?  Has there been a history of money falsely claimed, poor investments 
or money owing?  Why is it necessary to make an amendment to this section, unless there has been a history of 
unpaid or bad debts?  

Mr C.M. BROWN:  I am advised that there is no problem.  The new subsection is not being inserted for that 
reason, but if a matter arises in which money is owed, the amendment made by this clause will ensure that, rather 
than having to deal with the matter by going to court and seeking orders, an arrangement to pay that money back 
into the fund can be entered into directly with the person concerned.  There is no difficulty at the present; this is 
more of a protective provision should a problem arise.  

Clause put and passed. 

Clause 7:  Section 20 replaced - 
Mr C.J. BARNETT:  I am conscious of time; this will probably be my last point.  If I ask it quickly and the 
minister answers quickly, we can finish.  I notice that the proposed new section requires the board to appoint an 
actuary to the fund.  Has it been the normal practice for the board to have an actuary, or is this a new 
requirement?  

Mr C.M. BROWN:  Yes, the board has had an actuary.  This clause will simply bring the Coal Industry 
Superannuation Act into line with the requirements of the Superannuation Industry (Supervision) Act. 

Clause put and passed. 

Clauses 8 to 15 put and passed. 

Title put and passed. 
 


