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ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 
Consideration of Tabled Papers 

Resumed from 10 May on the following motion moved by Hon Stephen Dawson (Minister for Environment) — 

That pursuant to standing order 69(1), the Legislative Council take note of tabled papers 1340A–D 
(budget papers 2018–19) laid upon the table of the house on Thursday, 10 May 2018. 

HON DR STEVE THOMAS (South West) [2.12 pm]: As with last year, I hope to make a short contribution to 
the economic literacy of the house by bringing us up to date on the economic position faced by the state and a more 
general discussion about economic outcomes. We have started a journey in the Legislative Council towards 
economic literacy. We would think that would be a standard place at which most members of Parliament might 
start. I have to say that as I walk around the state of Western Australia and talk about this campaign of economic 
literacy, members of the public and journalists are occasionally a bit shocked to realise that that might not 
necessarily automatically be the case. However, we have a way to go in our discussions and I hope to pick up on 
some of the threads of the state budget that we started with last year and get, ultimately, to particularly the 
interaction of state and federal budgets — 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order, members! There is only one person on their feet. They have only just started; we are 
going to be doing this for a fair bit of time over the next couple of weeks. Let him have his say and please listen 
to him in silence. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Thank you, Madam President. 

Hon Nick Goiran: Start again. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Does Hon Nick Goiran think I should start over? No. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! No own goals from your own team, please. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Thank you, Madam President, I appreciate your good advice. 

Last year we started this debate with a discussion about the key failing of the budget in 2017–18; namely, the lack 
of a plan to manage state debt. In effect, the state has said that it will manage debt much like a household budget 
and that it will be paid down slowly over time. We have had 12 months of this government and its second budget. 
Members might remember my discussions last year about how the first budget is quite easily the budget we blame 
the previous government for because that is pretty standard. However, the government has to start to take some 
responsibility for the second budget. Let us look at how the development of the debt reduction strategy is coming 
along because I think it is important. In last year’s budget the debt reduction strategy was based on a new 
section of the budget that was called “Repaying Consolidated Account Debt” and a debt repayment account was 
set up. It looked a bit like this. The government expected to put in $230 million, effectively, up to the end of the 
2017–18 financial year—a $230 million reduction in debt. I have tried to ask some questions through the year 
about how much interest the state pays during the year and how that might compare with the debt reduction strategy 
on the consolidated account. As debt comes to a point at which the interest bill approaches $1 billion a year, we 
can expect, perhaps, that $230 million in the debt reduction account is a very modest contribution to the reduction 
of the debt, which is going up by $1 billion in interest, effectively, alone. 

In the out years, the debt reduction account ran at $36 million, $35 million and $38 million, which were fairly 
small amounts, I have to say, and fairly small contributions to the reduction of state debt. The first thing I did as 
I browsed through the budget papers was stop to look at the table showing “Repaying Consolidated Account Debt”, 
which is on page 50 of budget paper No 3 for those who want to look at it in the not too distant future, and compare 
that with page 53 of the previous budget. We discover that to the end of 2017–18, when the government projected 
$230 million of debt reduction, it achieved $98 million in the debt reduction account. The proposed consolidated 
account debt reduction of $230 million was decreased to $98 million. I suspect that there was a carryover of the 
one-off unanticipated special duty income of $169 million, because that appears to have moved across, without 
much explanation, I have to say, into the 2018–19 financial year. The government has managed to add $106 million 
of RiskCover return of surplus capital and a return, on a one-off basis, of surplus agency cash of $79 million. 
I thought it might be interesting to look at that. Perhaps the minister in his reply to the debate could identify which 
agencies had the surplus cash of $79 million that is paid into the consolidated account debt. 

Let us look at the government performance in paying this debt. In the 2017–18 financial year, the budget estimate 
was $230 million, but the reality was $98 million. It then went to very small amounts. The government has 
estimated that it will put into this debt account $355 million in the coming year, of which nearly $250 million will 
be unanticipated special duty and a return of agency cash. RiskCover will put a bit more in the current financial 
year of, apparently, $106 million compared to future estimate amounts. The future estimates of repaying the 
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consolidated debt account again go back to $62 million for 2019–20, $42 million in 2020–21 and $38 million in 
2021–22. The first point I make about how last year’s budget has progressed to this year’s budget and the debt 
repayment strategy put in place by the government is that it failed to achieved its targets in the first year. It has 
held some of those impending funds over to the second year, but how much confidence can we have that it might 
turn up in the second year? The government has put in a total of $595 million for this financial year and the forward 
estimates for “Repaying Consolidated Account Debt”. That is not bad, but we compare that with the interest bill 
of $1 billion a year. During the same period, the interest bill is about $4 billion. How does that look? If we are 
repaying debt like a household—I think this is a very apt comparison—and our strategy is that the repayments will 
be around a quarter of our interest bill over that period, I suspect that the bank might assess our net worth and our 
capacity to pay. I suspect that the bank might take a fairly firm look at our financial credit risk. 

Hon Michael Mischin: Or you can tax your kids. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I am still looking for a good way to tax mine but we will come back to that in a little 
bit. The truth is that this is going to happen because this is multigenerational debt. I will go through the causes of 
that debt in more detail because I am sure members of the government will have much to say about where that 
debt originated, and I do not have a problem with that over time. 

Right now, the government’s strategy for repaying debt is to pay off a quarter of the interest that it will rack up 
this year and over the forward estimates. I would have said that that is a fairly dangerous strategy. The reality is 
that the financial situation of the state will change a little from the beginning of this period and these financial 
statements to the end. By 2021, the government is banking on a couple of significant changes. It is banking on 
those changes to start changing its debt reduction strategy. If we look at its forward estimates, the government is 
suggesting that debt will go down from where it was predicted to be. It will not go down. We need to be a little 
cautious about the debates here. We will spend some time over the next period looking at some of the specifics. 
I know that most members in this house and most people listening around the state glaze over when we get into 
the detail of economics, but this is fairly critical stuff. 

The government will tell us that it has had a massive achievement by reducing the expected net debt of the state 
from $43 billion to $40 billion. By all means, the government is to be congratulated for reducing the upper end 
expected net debt. That is absolutely true. Members should not be confused that the government is making 
a significant impact to pay down debt. This is not the household making additional payments to pay down debt; 
this is simply saying that by increasing revenues and, with some credit to the government, some reasonable 
expenditure management, it will not get to the high level of debt that was previously predicted. This is not 
a situation in which the government is saying, “By good budget management, we are starting to work hard on that 
downward spiral.” In the final out year, the government predicts that it might make some small contribution to the 
overall debt payments of the state. In the final out year, it might start to go a little negative. We can read those 
numbers into Hansard quite happily because they are important. Under these estimates, it looks like net debt will 
peak at $40.85 billion in 2019–20 and will go down the next year to $40.4 billion and the next year to $39.7 billion. 
At the end of this process, there is a small payment back in—at that point, looking at half a billion dollars a year, 
so $1 billion over two years—towards repayment of net debt. That is a good thing. That is a positive. At that rate, 
how long will it take to pay off the net debt of Western Australia, assuming we can keep that rate of half a billion 
dollars a year? It is pretty simple maths. It is $40 billion of net debt at half a billion dollars a year. If we continue 
the current rate of debt repayment, it will take 80 years. Last year we had some discussions about the length of 
time a member might have to stay in the chamber to see us get back to zero debt. On that theme, we talked about 
Hon Aaron Stonehouse, being the youngest among us, maybe having the chance of getting there, but at 80 years, 
he will probably be fairly optimistic. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: Ye of little faith. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I do not like to speak ill of a member but I have yet to see him down at the gym. 
I said last year that if he was going to make the full debt recovery process, he should be down at the gym doing 
his very best to extend his political life span. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: I was out for a jog and at the gym at six this morning. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Well done. I am not guaranteeing that the minister will make zero debt either. 

Kudos to the government for slowing the rate of growth of debt and then starting to bring it back a little, but the 
current rate of debt repayment will be an 80-year process. I guess the question then remains: how does that outcome 
change? Some of the figures in the budget are actually quite pleasing. As we have had a correction of economic 
growth across the state, both the state’s economy and the state’s fiscal economy—that is, the economy of the entire 
state and all its businesses versus the budget and the government’s economy—are starting to increase. These classic 
“green shoots” are floating around. I am very pleased to see estimates of revenue growth for the state, which 
stagnated from 2014–15 to 2015–16; 2016–17 is on page 5 of the budget papers at 1.6 per cent. I noted that some 
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accounting mechanism showed that it was 7.3 per cent in 2017–18. We have to be a bit careful with all sets of 
figures and take them with a grain of salt, as 7.3 per cent in that financial year would have been an amazing 
outcome. We will give the government the benefit of an altered measurement. In the current budget, we are looking 
at 2.4 per cent revenue growth followed by four per cent and then effectively 5.2 per cent. At 5.2 per cent, we are 
back to the current budget prediction of greater than average long-term growth in revenue for the state government 
of Western Australia in a couple of years. Where are the green shoots? There are some green shoots in revenue for 
the government. I am interested to see where that comes from. I give credit to the government because when we 
look at its expected expenses on the same page, we see that it has been good at maintaining expenses growth at 
a particularly low level. Some kudos to the government for that, particularly when it comes to wages. I will cover 
wages in a bit more detail later because that is a continuation of the debate that we started last year. 

I am particularly interested to see where the additional funding will come from that makes revenues improve because 
that revenue increase is the largest contribution to the so-called budget repairs and the capacity for the government to 
start to make debt repayments in 2019–20 and 2020–21. Members might be interested to see where significant growth 
comes from. Again, we are continuing our tiptoe through the budget papers. Page 67 of budget paper No 3 gives 
us a fairly good look at general government operating revenue. A very good chart is on that page. When members 
have a chance, they should look at it in their own time because it will tell them that government revenue comes from 
an estimated actual of $28.8 billion in 2017 up to $33 billion as a forward estimate in 2021–22. 

Taxation does increase a little, as we would expect, because if we see the economy growing at five per cent, payroll 
tax will go up and various property taxes are expected to rise. From the current budget of $8.8 billion, it is expected 
to go up to $10 million. It will go up $1.2 billion. Royalty income remains fairly stagnant at a bit over $5 billion. 
Revenue from public corporations peaks at $2.3 billion in the financial year we are just finishing and it is estimated 
to be around $2 billion in the forward years. Other income remains fairly similar at about half a billion dollars. 
Sales of goods and services increases a little from $2.5 billion to $2.8 billion. Where is the increase in general 
government revenue coming from? Members will be very interested to know. When we look at that chart, we see 
that the 2017–18 estimated actual of commonwealth grants is $9.6 billion. By the time we get to 2021–22, it is 
$12.5 billion. Three billion dollars, of a total of about $3.5 billion, of increased revenue for the state government 
of Western Australia, which gives it the capacity to start to improve its budget and pay down debt, comes from 
“Commonwealth grants” on page 67. The improvement in the budget bottom line is coming in commonwealth 
grants. That is very nice to see, but every time the government says that good financial management is responsible 
for the outcome of the budget, and our capacity to finally start paying down a sliver of debt, we should remind the 
government that that good financial management, as written in its budget, equates to—three little lines—increased 
federal government grants. That is where it is coming from. As I said, the government will take credit for some good 
financial and expense management, and we will get to that in a bit more detail, but the capacity to pay down debt 
and to have a debt strategy in the longer term is based on increased federal grants. Those increased federal grants 
are going to come in a couple of ways, and for the sake of completeness we should look at that in a bit more detail. 
Last week was both state and federal budget week, and anyone who heard the announcements would know that the 
commonwealth government has put some significant infrastructure funding into the state of Western Australia. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: But no GST solution. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I am going to come to that, Minister for Environment. I am going to come to that in 
some detail. I am absolutely happy to have that debate, but let us look at the infrastructure component for starters. 

It has always been the view of both sides of this house that additional investment in infrastructure is a good 
outcome. In my view, over the last few years of, let us call it low GST return, it was the only outcome the federal 
government could engage in to provide some financial reward for Western Australia. If members think that the 
money that the federal government puts in for infrastructure does not help the state bottom line, a lot of the projects 
that the federal government puts money into is money that the state then does not have to find for its own 
infrastructure projects. There is a significant transfer of funds from the infrastructure projects that the state would 
have had to fund much more from its own revenue into the consolidated account to pay for those general services. 
If the argument is that infrastructure investment by the commonwealth does not help the bottom line or the 
provision of services, that is not true. It is not a dollar-for-dollar transfer. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: So how come you guys weren’t able to do it? You’re all on the same team. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Hon Alannah MacTiernan, there was investment under the previous government. 
Let me come up with an example of that. Hon Simon O’Brien is a South Metropolitan Region member. What was 
that highway called? 

Hon Simon O’Brien: Roe 8. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Roe 8! Shall we talk about Roe 8 for a while? 
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Hon Alannah MacTiernan interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! Other people will have an opportunity to speak at a later stage. Hon Dr Steve Thomas 
has the call, and you might not want to incite people. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Thank you, Madam President; I will do my best. 

Investment in infrastructure gets transferred across into consolidated funds, which allows the government to do 
many more of the things it was otherwise going to do. The Minister for Environment is correct in saying that that 
is not the same thing as this so-called fix to the GST, so let us look at the GST situation in a little bit more detail. 
Like a lot of other things that we will come to later in this discussion, the GST is one of those very emotive debates 
that is not necessarily based in economic literacy. A couple of weeks ago I was particularly pleased to attend 
a function in Bunbury at which the guest speaker was the chief economist of the Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry of Western Australia. I put the question to him, because it is put to me quite frequently, that the reason 
the debt level is as it is in the state of Western Australia is purely due to the GST. In a number of speeches in this 
place I have said that in my view that is not the case. I am happy for members to go back and look over Hansard. 
I think I started that with my inaugural speech back in May last year. I was particularly pleased to hear the chief 
economist of the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Western Australia say exactly the same thing. 

Let us look at that in a bit more detail. Just to remind people of where we are, the GST is effectively the new 
method that the Commonwealth Grants Commission uses to equalise revenue and expenses across all the states of 
Australia. It is not a new process; it has been floating around since the 1930s, and Western Australia, for the most 
part, has done reasonably well out of it. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: No, not when you analyse that properly. You’ve got to go right back all the way to 
Federation. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I will show the minister some charts in a while, but I have gone right back into the 
process. Only the charts that are already tabled papers, Madam President! 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Excuse me, I heard that. Hon Dr Steve Thomas has the call. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Thank you, Madam President. 

As a recap, in Western Australia we had the greatest economic boom that I think the country has ever seen—
certainly the greatest economic boom in the last hundred years or so. As a result of that, our own revenues increased 
dramatically. As expected, according to the rules that have existed since the 1930s, the Commonwealth Grants 
Commission mechanism put in place an equalisation process under which, by my calculation, of the somewhere 
between $60 billion and $80 billion of additional revenue on top of normal long-term economic growth, around 
$30 billion was redistributed to other states over the period of that boom. This means that we kept somewhere 
between $30 billion and $40 billion of that additional revenue, and over that period of the boom we borrowed 
another $33 billion. As a result of decisions made, in the forward estimates we will borrow another $10 billion on 
top of that. 

Before we get into the debate about precisely what the debt is that the current government inherited, members need 
to understand—I do this for all members of the house—that forward estimates are actually important. I said that 
in my inaugural speech, and I said that in my budget debate contribution last year. Forward estimates are important, 
because the $10 billion growth in debt from $33 billion to what was going to be $43 billion, and is now going to 
be $40 billion, was actually written into the forward estimates of the 2016–17 and 2017–18 budgets, and it is in 
the forward estimates, excluding the last year, in the budget before the house today. That growth of debt is actually 
a part of the forward estimates. This is why I urge all members to become aware of and comfortable with the use 
of forward estimates, which are a critical government tool, to work out expenditure into the forward years. Do not 
get into a debate right now about whether the debt is currently $33 billion and is going to $40 billion. That 
expenditure has been written into the forward estimates for some years. The inevitability of that is that we play 
with the outcomes. At the end of that process we move from $43 billion to $40 billion, as I said before, as a result 
not of any other significant government decision, but of increased revenues. That is what is occurring in the budget 
process. If we recognise that, we have to recognise that there will be a correction. There is going to be a natural 
correction of GST coming into the state, because the boom, and the mining and construction boom in particular, 
has gone off. That is not to say that there is not still something of a boom. Iron ore production in Western Australia 
is still massive. The total volumes have not gone down significantly. One of the things the government, or the 
Treasury—whoever wants to take the credit—has done in the budget process is predict forward estimates of the 
iron ore price particularly well. I refer to page 2 of budget paper No 3. 

Under the heading “Key Budget Assumptions”, the estimated actual for iron ore prices is $68. The budget estimate 
for 2018–19 is $62 and the predicted prices over the forward estimates are $61, $62 and $63.50. With the exclusion 
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of the boom times, going back 110 years, iron ore prices have been remarkably stable. A chart I referred to in my 
first speech last year showed that the price of iron ore coming out of Western Australia had sat between $US50 and 
$US60 a tonne in 2006 dollars, apart from when the boom occurred between 2002 and 2014. In fact, in 2014 it 
saw a correction to the normal long-term price. Today’s price is, I think, $US66 a tonne in 2018 dollars. Inflation 
has been fairly low, so $US66 in 2018 is probably right in that middle range between $US50 and $US60 a tonne 
in 2006 dollars. The price of iron ore has not significantly differed, but the budget is finally starting to get it right 
in that it is starting to predict average and lower-end average iron ore prices. That is important for this reason: if 
we were to predict high iron ore prices and the prices were to go down, we would have a major budget black hole. 
If the government were to base its expenditure on higher iron ore prices and the iron ore price was on a ride—in 
the boom, particularly between 2010 and 2014, both state and federal governments did that; they started predicting 
that iron ore prices would stay at boom levels—it would have a major budget black hole if it were to put that 
expenditure into the general expenditure of the government. If it were to put it in at the lower end—that is, if the 
government predicts that iron ore prices might stay at the bottom end of that range at $US60 a tonne, which is 
exactly what the budget does—the variation is most likely to be up, not down. That means that a government will 
get more money in its budget than it expected. Probably the best person at that was, I suspect, Eric Ripper, who 
was very, very good and parsimonious at putting in predicted prices, and we had these wonderful windfalls at the 
end of each budget, which he would invest in all sorts of things. I said last year that I am happy to give credit to 
him for some of it—there were some good outcomes in that—but that was the clever part of the process. If iron 
ore price predictions are low and they come in much higher, there will be a windfall, which obviously the state 
government does not pay tax on. If that happens in business, of course, the federal government comes along and 
takes a fair proportion of that out in tax. But at a state government level, that does not happen. This is the 
government’s hedge. 

Hon Aaron Stonehouse: What did he attribute the windfall to in the end? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I think Eric Ripper—god bless him; he is not dead yet—understood that he was at 
the beginning of a boom. That accounting process gave him a huge amount of money to spend at the end of the 
process, rather than attributing it in advance to projects that he would, when the money is not there, have to find 
another way to fund. I will give him that much credit. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: It is more than that, member, because I had been in the processes with him. It was to 
contain the excesses of those who wanted to spend the money. Eric would always go to the bottom end of the 
estimation so that it would put a bit of a brake on expenditure, which would have been a handy thing to have had 
in the last few years. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I am sure that was part of his thinking, as was having a couple of billion dollars to 
invest in something. Remember, we are talking about the early 2000s when a billion dollars was a lot more money 
than it seems to be today. He quite liked having a billion dollars to spend. If by putting in lower iron ores prices it 
reduced the capacity of other ministers to demand expenditure, he probably thought that would be a fringe benefit, 
as a Treasurer probably would. I am sure that he quite enjoyed the process. 

But here we are. As we can see, commonwealth grants will increase significantly. Iron ore pricing is set at, let us 
say, a very realistic, if perhaps slightly pessimistic, level, which it should be. Every Treasurer should be a little 
bit pessimistic. That being the case, the government will try to find a revenue increase. Page 67 of budget 
paper No 3 shows that royalty income will effectively stagnate at around $5 billion, which is a little pessimistic. It 
is surprising what half a billion or a billion dollars of additional iron ore revenue could relate to. It might be a fairly 
useful thing to put into additional expenditure, for example, in the election year in 2021. Alternatively, it might go 
towards debt reduction. I know where I think it should go, but let us see what history dictates with this particular 
outcome. I think that it is quite pessimistic. 

The government’s agenda is really based around this increase in revenue from the commonwealth government. 
Some of that will be infrastructure expenditure and some of that will be the natural correction of GST revenue. 
I know that members in this chamber are very economically literate, so I am sure that they have taken some time 
to look at the federal government’s budget that was released a couple of days before the state budget. A couple of 
interesting things are included in it. Obviously, we welcome the significant investment in state infrastructure. 
I know that people say that a bland budget is a good budget—I want to come back to that later at a state level—
but, in reality, the federal budget was interesting because I noted with some interest that no money was set aside 
for alterations to GST distribution. I think that is a good introduction to an in-depth debate about the GST. In my 
view, as I have said in this chamber before, it is going to be very difficult to make significant changes to the GST 
distribution, with the various states all having to agree or the federal government coming up with a few billion 
dollars of compensation in the meantime. I urge those who have been very optimistically saying that we are about 
to see significant change to be a little pessimistic in the process, as every good Treasurer should be, so that any 
change might be a positive one. I would hate to see our expectations raised that all of a sudden the argument that 
Western Australia should get 100 per cent of its per population GST back will suddenly appear over the horizon 
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like a shiny armoured knight on a white steed. We are being optimistic if we think that is about to be the case. The 
first evidence of that is that there is probably no funding in the federal budget for that particular outcome, which 
means that it would have to be funding in the federal budget in the coming months of an election year. That might 
be very good for winning seats in Western Australia, but it is probably not very good for winning seats in 
South Australia, the Northern Territory or Tasmania. Let us try to be realistic about how this goes. 

As I have said previously in this chamber, we can agree to implement every recommendation of the 
Productivity Commission’s report on GST distribution without changing the GST distribution to the states one 
iota. The reason for that is—I have read this out previously in this house—the recommendations effectively state 
that the government should look at various models. It suggests one that it might look at, but it does not state that 
this is the model that we should have. The Chamber of Commerce and Industry says that this is the model that we 
should have and it, to some degree, takes credit for the production of that model. But the reality is that the 
government can accept all those recommendations without impacting, at any level, on the GST distribution 
between the states. That is my first point. We can accept the recommendations and not change the outcome. 
The second point I make is—I do not know whether anybody else did—that I read the submissions. A set of 
submissions were put forward in the lead-up to the interim report, which came out in the second half of last year. 
There was then a second round of submissions, mostly coming in around December, which I have read since that 
time. This is particularly pertinent, because I understand that the final report was handed to the federal Treasurer 
today. The federal Treasurer will examine it over some months and at some point in the future it will become 
a public document. I am sure that the government has made every effort to improve the situation of 
Western Australia. I am sure the Productivity Commission will be made aware of how hot an issue it is. But it also 
has been made aware that in the process Western Australia has not necessarily argued its case from a position of 
economic literacy. I encourage members to browse some of the submissions to see what Western Australia is up 
against and, in particular, the submission from the Treasurer of Victoria, who makes very plain his opinion on the 
economic position of Western Australia and how it has come to that position. The basis of that argument is that it 
is very difficult to pull out one tax, the goods and services tax, and say that it is the cause and the root of the 
problem and that we need to fix that one piece in isolation of all the other economic influences, expenditure 
mechanisms and revenue sources of the state government. To pull out this one piece and say that it is the be-all 
and end-all is a very difficult argument to maintain before the Productivity Commission. 
The Productivity Commission does not make the final report. This group will make a recommendation to 
a government, which then gives a direction to the Commonwealth Grants Commission, which makes a second 
recommendation back to the government, which then puts it in its budget papers. The first chance to gauge the impact 
of that is in next year’s budget. It is no small task to get some change. Major change is obviously a major task. A small 
change in itself would be very welcome. I hope that the Commonwealth Grants Commission takes account and notice 
of recommendations, particularly those about the lag times. The lag periods worked very well for us during the boom, 
so we got all our GST plus a bit, plus all the additional revenue of the state. Bear in mind that those revenues went 
up significantly. Iron ore revenue went from a couple of hundred million dollars or $300 million to $5 billion. It was 
not only iron ore revenue. Payroll tax went from $700 million to $3.5 billion, yet we ask the commonwealth to 
consider the GST in isolation and suggest that the recommendations should state that we treat this one thing in 
a completely isolated manner. It will be very tough for the commonwealth government to do so. 
Even if the Productivity Commission comes out and strengthens its initial suggestion, it can keep the same 
recommendations and change nothing. It can beef up its recommendation to state that the commonwealth should 
directly shift its measure, under the proposal from the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Western Australia, 
which will give additional billions of dollars to Western Australia. To be honest, I do not expect that to happen 
because the other arguments may well hold sway. The Commonwealth Grants Commission, hopefully, will make 
some recommendations on the time limits for payments, the lag period and in particular the treatment of gambling 
taxes, which I think Hon Alannah MacTiernan and I both agreed on over numerous years. We said so when 
debating last year’s budget. I think that the Commonwealth Grants Commission will make some recommendations 
that benefit Western Australia, but I urge members to have a little bit of worthy pessimism that all Treasurers 
should have; a golden answer is not necessarily to be delivered as Western Australians might think. 
Campaigns that make it all or nothing belittle us as economic managers and diminish the role of and the knowledge 
that we should have as parliamentarians. That is why we get the Chas Hopkinses of the world forming little splinter 
groups. Do not worry; those come on both sides of politics. We have been sold this very simplified message that 
“Just give us more” is the simple answer and that is enough of an argument. My view is that it would be wonderful 
if the golden goose suddenly appeared. However, I do not think that will be the case. In those circumstances, good 
budget management, a good wages policy, which I acknowledge the government has in place, and a better debt 
reduction strategy, which is something the government does not have in place, will be critical for the future of 
Western Australia; otherwise, it will be an 80-year plan to get rid of the debt inherited by Western Australians. 
A major effort is required. 
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We have diverged a little. I would like to move on to a couple of other budget assumptions, particularly on 
page 2 of budget paper No 3. In my view, there are some fairly optimistic figures. We have talked about the benefit 
of being a bit pessimistic in budget figures. There are some fairly optimistic figures for the growth of both gross 
state product and state final demand, particularly in the upcoming year. I note that state final demand is predicted 
in 2018–19 to contract again by 2.5 per cent. I suggest that that is probably a realistic figure and on that pessimistic 
side of budget broadcasting that allows us the capacity to make use of extra income if the economy expands faster. 
However, state final demand is expected to grow by 3.75 per cent in the three out years after that. That suggests to 
me that the predictions for growth of state final demand are potentially a little rubberstamped and are not 
necessarily to be taken at face value. We have too much trust placed in them. There are certainly some green shoots 
around the economy. 

I presume that members are aware of the difference between gross state product and state final demand. Gross 
state product is the entire state income including exports. State final demand refers to the domestic economy; it 
takes out the getting close to a billion tonnes of iron ore exports et cetera. The domestic economy is final demand. 
Gross state product is expected to grow next year at 3.25 per cent, which is an increase of three-quarters of 
a per cent on the current financial year. That is perhaps a little optimistic, but I guess fairly close to reality. We 
could accept those. Then there is pretty solid growth of 3.75 and three per cent in the forward estimates. State final 
demand takes out those export components of iron ore and the potential growth of things such as lithium, which is 
a particularly sexy commodity at the moment. Lithium is a good product and its production will expand. I note in 
the budget that lithium royalties are expected to increase significantly with the growth of demand for batteries. It 
is in the budget papers. I think lithium royalties, which are very small at the moment, get to over $100 million in 
the forward estimates in the budget papers. We will come to that in a bit no doubt. Lithium will be one of those 
growth areas for Western Australia. The south west does very well in that area. It has the biggest and most 
productive lithium mine in the world at Greenbushes. It is in the process of doubling. It might just double again. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: It will have hot competition from the Pilbara, which will be good. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: A bit of competition never hurts. Kalgoorlie would also like to be a centre, but I think 
that horse might have raced away. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: There is an opportunity at Kemerton. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I was going to come to this later, but the Albemarle proposal is an opportunity for 
the Kemerton Strategic Industrial Area. Obviously, the South West Region has a vested interest. I understand that 
Kwinana likes to think that if we put everything there and focused it in a small area, everything could be provided 
in the local area. However, putting in a plug for the south west and Kemerton, that is a major project for the south 
west and we would like to see Albemarle jump in. 

Hon Aaron Stonehouse interjected. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We do not worry about the South Metropolitan Region, Hon Aaron Stonehouse. You 
guys have plenty already. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: I am on your side on this one. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Excellent; thank you. A bit of cohesion and bonhomie in the Parliament—we will 
see how long it lasts.   

Obviously, lithium is the sexy mineral at the moment. Significant increases in royalties are predicted and hopefully 
increased activity, so we should spread it around between Kwinana and Kemerton, or the south west region if not 
Kemerton, because there are a couple of other spots we could look at. There are some environmental issues around 
Kemerton that will have to be sorted out, but that is a major opportunity for Western Australia. 

Back to state final demand. I think those figures are a little optimistic. All it would take is a 0.5 per cent or one per 
cent drop in state final demand for the government’s budget to look remarkably different. Generally that will come 
under risks, and we will come to some of the risks in the budget in more detail later, but I think it is quite optimistic 
to say that state final demand will move from minus 0.25 per cent in 2018–19 to plus 3.75 per cent in 2019–20. 
That is a four per cent turnaround in state final demand—which is the domestic economy—over one year. That is 
pretty significant. That is going back to the boom growth we experienced between 2000 and 2014, and I think 
there is some risk that the state will not achieve that. I have to say to the Minister for Environment that I would 
have been a bit more pessimistic in the forecasts of growth in state final demand. I think that might come back to 
bite the government in the not-too-distant future. 

Before we move off debt, if members look at the back of budget paper No 3, they will see the detailed financial 
projections. Of the total public sector net debt of $39 billion at the end of 2018–19, $26 billion is general 
government debt, which effectively leaves $13 billion in government trading enterprises. That is going to become 
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a bit more important as we discuss those government trading enterprises in more detail because the vast majority 
of that is held in something that I considered to be a rapidly declining asset, Western Power. 

As I have said previously, the issue is not that the sale of Western Power is essential because it will reap massive 
amounts of money. I like to think of myself as the slightly pessimistic Treasury spokesman, so I like to think that 
we might not actually achieve through the sale of either half or all of Western Power the sort of income that we 
might think we would. However, it is in my view a rapidly declining asset. With regard to Western Power, I will 
try to keep the relevant budget paper pages available so that members can come back and look at it in a bit more 
detail. Western Power is in budget paper No 2, volume 2, page 655. Its activity in the future and asset investment 
program is on page 657. I encourage members to look at that at some point. Western Power has an asset investment 
program of billions of dollars over the forward estimates. There is a great little piece on page 657 that outlines 
how it is going to be funded. Under the heading “Funded By”, it shows borrowings for 2018–19 to be 
$249 386 000; for 2019–20, $291 483 000; for 2020–21, $259 996 000; and for 2021–22, $257 141 000. That is 
a grand total of $1.05 billion. To keep up that asset investment program, Western Power is going to borrow another 
billion bucks. When we had the discussion last year about the sale of Western Power, its debt was in the region of 
$8 billion. It would appear to me that Western Power’s debt is not necessarily going in the right direction; it is 
a bit like current government debt and appears to be going a little deeper. 

For those who are opposed to the sale of Western Power, I suppose that is not a bad thing, because the deeper into 
debt it goes, the less saleable it is likely to be. But I suggest to honourable members that, particularly if they take 
my view that Western Power is a diminishing asset even before we add additional debt, the continuing weakening 
of its financial position means that the debate over its sale is coming rapidly to a close because it will not be worth 
selling. The debt it will be carrying in the not-too-distant future will, in my view, be higher than the price we might 
get for it, so I am perfectly happy for a future government or even this government to float the idea of the sale of 
Western Power. If it were to float the idea of the sale of Western Power now, it might get something for it. 

Hon Diane Evers: Or you might get what they have over east. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: In terms of delivery of services, we can come back to that. My view is that if we do 
not sell Western Power now, over time we will add a bit more debt to it as more people talk about going off the 
grid and the energy system diversifies. I will talk about energy in a little more detail as we go portfolio by portfolio. 
This particular part is a discussion about debt levels and the economic position of the state of Western Australia. 

The point that I make this year is exactly the same as the point I made last year, except that this year I have a bit 
more evidence for it: the value of the asset is going down and the debt on the asset is going up. There will be a time 
in the not-too-distant future when, as I say, the entire argument will disappear because Western Power will be 
valueless and we will be stuck with a valueless asset. By 2020–21, we may well be stuck with an asset that is 
approaching a negative value. Even if we were to try to sell it, we might end up with less money than we owe on 
it, and that process continues. I suspect that might be the government’s strategy: if it waits long enough, it will 
owe so much on it that it will never get rid of it. 

Again, is that the equivalent of household management? This is like borrowing to buy a holiday home down in 
Dunsborough or somewhere else in the beautiful south west, like Eagle Bay or Bunker Bay. If someone bought 
25 years ago in Bunker Bay, they would be rich by now; it was very cheap and very cost effective. But if they 
bought over the last five years, they would want to have had fairly deep pockets. This process is about buying 
something overvalued and adding the interest debt and maintenance costs onto it to maintain it. The holiday house 
that someone buys for $1 million might be a fairly cheap beach hut these days. Hon Rick Mazza probably knows 
the real estate down there fairly well. For $1 million they might have got a pretty good deal; they are borrowing at 
six per cent and adding on $60 000 a year in interest and a few maintenance bills because it is pretty salty down 
there, so all the corrosion starts to eat in a little bit. It is costing them $75 000 a year, every year, and they are 
actually not improving the value of the place. That is the debt strategy we are looking at in relation to 
Western Power. I urge the government to have a look at that before it is too late—before a completely valueless 
asset becomes a debt burden around the neck of Western Australia. It is a yoke that we do not necessarily have to 
have, and it would happen remarkably quickly. If the government has the capacity to sell it now, it should have 
a serious look at doing so, because it is not going to get any better.  

I will move on to a few particular issues around this budget by looking a little bit at not only last year but also 
decisions made this year. It was not so long ago that the government made some pretty big announcements about 
emergency services, in particular an announcement about a rural fire division. I will make a few comments about 
that before I come back to some more general stuff. 

The rural fire division will effectively be funded from an increase of about $80 million in the emergency services 
levy. It has been very hard to get information out of the government about exactly how that money will be spent. 
It is very hard to get an in-with-one-hand, out-with-the-other conversation happening with this government. I have 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Tuesday, 15 May 2018] 

 p2665a-2683a 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas 

 [9] 

found it particularly difficult. I have been trying to get some answers by asking questions about it in Parliament. 
We have worked out a few little bits. I am pleased to see that the budget papers identify rural fire division support. 
Of the $80 million over four years that an increase in the levy will bring, $3 million a year, about $12 million over 
the four years, will go to the rural fire division. Honourable members, particularly those in a regional area, when 
the discussion about a rural fire division comes up, let us say a couple of things. The increase in the ESL is by 
a vast minority funding the rural fire division; the majority of it is going to fund other things. Some of that other 
funding is not necessarily a bad idea, but the government has been a little clever in its marketing of this particular 
proposal. A total of $3 million a year will go to the rural fire division. 

The first thing members need to know is that the rural fire division will not actually fight fires. The rural fire 
division will not be an operational arm of the Department of Fire and Emergency Services. I think most volunteers 
in the fire system were probably a little surprised to discover that that will be the case. There was a feel in a lot of 
areas. I have spoken to fire volunteers around the state and there are lots of different opinions as to what it should 
look like. There are areas in my electorate in which the current system, which is managed by DFES, works 
remarkably well and the people there would like no change, thank you very much. In those places in which it 
works well—around the capes and the south west are prime examples—absolutely it works well with the various 
groups, including volunteers, DFES managers and I am going to call it the Department of Parks and Wildlife 
because I hate the name DBCA. I wish the Minister for Environment would change the name back to something 
that makes a bit of sense. DBCA is an impossible name to say. DPaW is much nicer. Those of us who have been 
around for a while still find ourselves falling into old habits and calling it CALM. DPaW was much more 
manageable. The current fire management system is fine in situations in which DPaW, DFES and the volunteers 
all work well together; however, more work needs to be done in those areas in which it does not work. Plenty of 
volunteers out there are under the impression that the rural fire division will be a separate firefighting division 
within DFES, but that was not the government’s announcement. I think a lot of people have been caught napping. 
They thought that the rural fire division was actually a rural fire division—it is not. It is a small level of 
administration that will ultimately be co-located with the Bushfire Centre of Excellence. The $3.6 million a year 
is not for a bush fire fighting management team; rather, it is for an administrative body. 

I will just throw this out there. Let us have a small discussion about the $18 million Bushfire Centre of Excellence. 
Obviously, better and more coordinated training is welcome. That will take some investment, so $18 million from 
the $80 million put together by the ESL will go towards that. I imagine that most of that will be construction 
funding for the centre. My view is that the Bushfire Centre of Excellence, which has a training centre, should be 
located somewhere in the south west. I am on the record as saying it should be somewhere between Pinjarra and 
Manjimup, but not too close to the Perth metropolitan area and not so far away that it is impossible to get to. 
Call me a cynic if you will, but I note that there is a very strong move, recommendation and push from the 
Minister for Environment that it be housed at Mundaring. Mundaring has a bit of bush around it. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: Member, can I say that I have not been involved in any conversations and I’m certainly 
not pushing for any location. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Okay. I am pushing for a location a bit further away from the city. In my cynical 
view, I suspect that a fair proportion of Mundaring might be in the electorate of Darling Range and the electorate 
of Darling Range might be poignant. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Order! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I think there is plenty of room in the electorates of Warren–Blackwood and Vasse, 
for example. There are plenty of other alternatives in the south west land division in which the Bushfire Centre of 
Excellence and the home for the rural fire division, such as it is, could be located. I will be cynically disappointed 
if it ends up in Mundaring, particularly if the announcement comes during the Darling Range by-election. I think 
that that would be an immensely cynical position. I hope that does not happen, of course, but that is just my cynical 
nature coming out. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: Member, I assure you that I have not been involved in any conversations but I certainly 
have heard people say that the centre needs to service groups right around the state, not just the south west corner. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I agree with that. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: If that were the case, would it be fair to send people from Kununurra, Geraldton or 
wherever to Warren–Blackwood, for example, after they have travelled to Perth? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I absolutely agree. Perhaps if the government put funding back into the volunteer 
fuel card, that would be easier for them. Take off the $1 million cap a year. I am here to help the Minister for 
Environment. I have a solution for him. I will be very interested to see where the Bushfire Centre of Excellence is 
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to be located and when, particularly, that announcement will come out. I hope my cynicism is completely 
unfounded and misplaced, I really do. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: Cynicism aside, let’s just agree that it’s a fantastic initiative that will make a big difference 
to regional Western Australia. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Is it your position that it should not be in Darling Range? Is that the position of your 
side that it not go in Darling Range? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: My personal position is that I am on record as saying that it should be located 
somewhere in the south west land division between Pinjarra and the greater Pinjarra region and Manjimup. That 
is 250 kilometres of ground in which it can be built. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: I’d just be interested to know whether you’d be opposed to it going in Darling Range. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Surely the government would not announce that it is being built in Mundaring during 
a by-election period? Surely such a thing would not happen, so that we have plenty of time to debate this issue. 

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Order! Hon Dr Steve Thomas has only unlimited time and your unruly interjections, 
members on my right, are extending that time! 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: He’s the Fidel Castro of this! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I have not got the moustache and beard for that! 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan interjected. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Raúl is still alive but has Fidel not passed away by now? I think Fidel has gone. 

Obviously, the government would not and should not announce the location of the Bushfire Centre of Excellence 
in Mundaring, but if it lives up to the intent of the announcement, it will create better coordination between 
volunteers, DFES staff and DPaW. Sorry, minister, I once again call for the minister to change the name DBCA 
to something else. It is just too hard to say. I will call it DPaW for the time being. DPaW still exists as 
a substructure, I understand. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: You’ll get used to it, member. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I have tried for a year to get used to it and I still cannot do it. I am asking the minister 
personally as a favour to please change the name to something else that makes sense, even if it goes back to what 
it has been called before. I would rather call it CALM again. 

Hon Donna Faragher: I still call it DEC but there you go. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: DPaW, the Department of Fire and Emergency Services and the volunteers need to 
be able to train and get better outcomes, in particular better coordination. I note, Minister for Environment, that 
the DPaW guys are taking a lot more volunteers out on training exercises and that is a very, very good outcome, 
whereby they have started to get a lot better coordination. An issue we need to work on over time is continued 
training of those in charge of a fire scene. As we go further up the ranks, as it were, of volunteers in particular, it 
becomes a little onerous. That coordination still needs tweaking to make sure that training happens in a more 
coordinated manner. Otherwise, we will start losing people who have the capacity to manage a fire. They will say, 
“That’s all too hard now; we just want to turn up fire to fire and go home again. We don’t necessarily want to be 
responsible for the outcomes.” That is an issue that will have to be dealt with over time. Perhaps the investment in 
the Bushfire Centre of Excellence might accommodate some of that, and I hope it does. 

As part of the $80 million raised through the ESL at a separate announcement—which we understand, because it 
gives the government two bites at the media cherry as it were—the government announced $19.5 million over the 
forward estimates for marine rescue. The marine rescue groups have been underfunded for an enormously long 
time. That investment is also a welcome investment. I am not convinced that the investment in the rural fire 
division, the centre of excellence and marine planning could not have come from other areas and whether an 
increase in the emergency services levy was required to fund those outcomes. It is fairly typical, as we said during 
the payroll tax debate, that the left wing of politics, the socialist end of the political agenda, is more interested in 
taxing more and then dedicating that funding to something. I am not convinced that general taxation revenue could 
not have funded the increase in activity in Fire and Emergency Services. However, that is the decision the 
government has made, so we have to accept it. 

There was also $8.7 million for cab protection on the big red trucks and the big white trucks. I do not think anyone 
would object to that. There was also $8 million set aside for volunteer fire brigade station upgrades. I am pleased 
to see that Margaret River is one of those because it needs doing and I am sure the others are equally worthy. I was 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Tuesday, 15 May 2018] 

 p2665a-2683a 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas 

 [11] 

a bit intrigued to see that the Kensington career fire station was also given $8 million for an upgrade. I am not 
convinced that people understood the announcement of the rural fire division and of the increase in the ESL itself, 
which most of us attributed to activity in the rural fire division. When it was announced, there was $80 million 
funding and $40 million for activity, and I could not figure out where the other $40 million was to go. Information 
has been slowly trickling out ever since. The amount of $19.5 million will go to marine volunteers. It is fairly hard 
to argue with that, I suppose; marine volunteers is a worthy cause. The amount of $8 million to upgrade fire 
stations is pretty worthy, but the Kensington career fire station will have an $8 million upgrade, and it may well 
need it and it may be a good investment—it is a fairly old fire station. Is it in the South Perth region? It is certainly 
in the South Metropolitan Region. 

Hon Sue Ellery: South Metropolitan for sure. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It is in the South Metropolitan Region for sure. I am not sure precisely which seat it 
sits in outside of that, but I do not think, when the Minister for Emergency Services, in April, about a month ago, 
made the rural fire division announcement that he said that some of that money would be going into new career 
fire stations at Kensington, also apparently Cockburn at some point, and Vincent. Vincent may not be related to 
the ESL, but certainly Kensington, initially, and the Cockburn career fire stations in metropolitan Perth are part of 
the increase in the ESL. That might be a reasonable outcome but it demonstrates, I think, a less than open, honest 
and accountable process because that should have been part of the announcement from day one. If the intent was 
that the increase in the ESL was going across the spectrum of emergency services—that might be a reasonable 
outcome—people should have been made aware of that. I think the government worked fairly hard at trying to 
manage the backlash from regional areas when it said the increase to the ESL was about a rural fire division, when, 
as I say, $12 million of the $80 million is about a rural fire division and the rest is for other things. It may be 
a universally good income — 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: I understood that the increase was greater in the metropolitan area than in the regional 
areas. The quantum of increase was greater. You would expect then some metropolitan facilities to be covered 
by that. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: My point is that that should have been made clear on the day so that people saw in 
one hit the entirety of what was planned. This was the government’s solution to the rural fire division as put 
forward in the Ferguson report. In my view, the reality is that the government has not met all the recommendations 
of the Ferguson report. Sometimes governments do not do that. Sometimes they say, “Well, this report might say 
X but that’s not a financial or a political reality and we will do something different.” But the government needs to 
be up-front and open. I suspect we might see something similar in the GST realm in the not too distant future, but 
governments at least need to be up-front about this. The reality is that the rural fire division is another 
administrative arm of DFES. I have been asking questions because I think it is important for the firefighting 
community of Western Australia to understand precisely what these things mean. Last week I tried to extract some 
of this in question time. I asked — 

Will the rural fire division manage bushfires in rural areas … ? 

The answer was that bushfires would still be managed at a local level. I also asked — 

Will the rural fire division manage the supply of equipment … ? 

The answer was — 

The rural fire division will not manage the supply of equipment to volunteer bush fire brigades. However, 
the executive director of the rural fire division will be involved in the process. 

I am very interested to know precisely what the Minister for Emergency Services believes the rural fire division is 
there for because it will not fight fires and it will not provide the equipment to fight fires. I imagine that the 
operations division will still take care of most of the staffing provisions as required. The question is: exactly what 
will the rural fire division be doing? As I say, I do not think it has met recommendation 15 of the Ferguson report, 
which states that the rural fire service is to “have responsibilities and powers relating to bushfire prevention, 
preparedness and response”. I would like to know exactly what responsibilities and powers relating to bushfire 
prevention, preparedness and response the rural fire division will have. The response to the question basically was 
that the executive director will report to the commissioner on bushfire matters, but the division will not manage 
bushfires and it will not manage the supply of equipment. What precisely will the rural fire division subset be 
doing? It will be getting $3.16 million a year. I would be delighted to know exactly what the rural fire service will 
be doing because it does not appear that it will have much to do with what bushfire volunteers thought it would be 
doing when they supported the process. 

Just as a note, because this has been an ongoing battle of mine—other members have taken an interest in this—
since the announcement of the last budget, we have seen that the volunteer fuel card has been capped. It was 
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capped under DFES grants for metropolitan firefighters and it was capped under royalties for regions funding for 
regional areas. I will do a quick comparison of those because some of those things have not changed. Turning to 
page 374 of volume 2 of budget paper No 2, the 2016–17 actual in the table for the volunteer fuel card is 
$1.9 million. The 2017–18 budgeted figure was $909 000. The estimated actual for 2017–18 is $1 million. At that 
point, the government has already started to apply its cap, applying the estimated actual for the next financial year 
of $1.823 million in the financial year we are currently in. The 2017–18 budgeted figure was $909 000. The 
estimated actual, which is for the financial year that we are in, is just over $1 million. The application process for 
emergency services volunteer fuel cards did not start until about February this year. For the first six months of the 
financial year, volunteer bush fire fighters and volunteer fire services did not have a system in place to apply for 
the volunteer fuel card. For the first half of the year, emergency services workers could not get support. In the 
second half of the year, the government expected to spend $1 million. Members can call me cynical, but if the 
government is going to put a $1 million cap on a program in the metropolitan area, and spend $1.9 million in its 
first full year of operation, being 2016–17, it is pretty handy not to open applications until about halfway through 
the year and give people half the year to try to expend as much of that volunteer fuel card budget as possible. No 
wonder it will come in at about $1 million. The reality is that it was open for only half the year. 

Page 374 of volume 2 of budget paper No 2 also shows that the volunteer fuel card is budgeted for $1 million 
a year out of the Department of Fire and Emergency Services budget. I will be interested to get an answer to this 
question at some point: can we expect the government to make sure that the volunteer fuel card applications go 
out halfway through the year every year to make sure that it meets its cap of $1 million or will it do the reverse of 
that and put the cap on, so it can have the first half of the year, use that and get its $1 million worth of activity at 
that point and then it will cut it off so it gets none in the second half of the year? Maybe the government could 
alternate, so in the second half of this year and the first half of next year, it gets a whole year in and then it has the 
second half of next year and none the first year after, so it gets a year without and then a year with and a year 
without. Is that how this process will be managed from now on? I am astounded that there is not a better way of 
doing this. That appears to be the government’s policy on this program—that is, to put in a bit at a time and cut it 
back to $1 million a year. It has almost got to the point of being cut back to $1 million a year by planned 
bureaucratic incompetence—strategic bureaucratic malfeasance—to get it back to $1 million a year. 
I am pleased to say, funnily enough, that the estimated actual expenditure for the volunteer fuel card in the royalties 
for regions budget, as shown on page 177 of budget paper No 3, is $1.0 million while the actual in 2016–17 was 
$1.8 million. It is not quite half but it is getting fairly close. I suspect that the cap is more firmly applied in the 
royalties for regions budget, so perhaps the Minister for Regional Development has a firmer hand on the till than 
the Minister for Emergency Services so she does not need to split the year in two, like the Minister for Emergency 
Services does. I am intrigued to see how that might pan out. That cap is in place. It was like drawing teeth to get 
that information out of the government last year but we can now see it in action, or at least see it in action for the 
first six months of the current financial year, making sure that the budget comes in somewhere near its 
expectations. I am very intrigued with that outcome. I will be interested to see how the government manages it 
next year, to see which end of it comes in. 
We have moved into the realm of royalties for regions so perhaps we should spend a little more time there and 
look at some of the basics and then some of the greater specifics of the royalties for regions budget. It is very 
difficult to look at the royalties for regions budget without making some comment on the Langoulant report, which 
dropped a few months ago. I thought the Langoulant report made very interesting reading; it was a good report. It 
made some significant recommendations, most of which are very good and some of which may haunt the current 
and future governments in time if they do not get those mechanisms absolutely right. I remain of the position, 
which I enunciated last year, that the royalties for regions program should stay in place but we should look at the 
name because I do not believe any government program should carry the name of an election slogan. As I said last 
year, I would happily support it being the regional development fund of Western Australia or some alternative, 
rather bland and bureaucratic name so it perhaps better reflects its intent. 
A couple of significant issues stem from the Langoulant report. One of the major ones will be an issue of legacy. 
Let us be up-front about this. I have said publicly to my constituents in the south west that I believe there was 
significant wastage in the program. I have apologised for that wastage, as I have with other government programs 
that I think have not gone well. That is what we do when we are grown-ups; we give credit for those things that 
do well and we accept responsibility and apologise for those things that do not. I think I have done so ad nauseam. 
I am happy to refer members to previous comments rather than do it all over again. In relation to those projects 
that were particularly good in the south west, I have congratulated the government on Busselton foreshore, 
Bunbury foreshore, Centennial Park in Albany and Augusta boat harbour. They are very good projects. In my 
view, a bunch of projects have left the state with a significant legacy issue that will have to be dealt with. This 
program has developed a bunch of infrastructure projects that the proponents will not be able to manage in the 
future. There is no ongoing management plan or costing that will allow these projects to stay in their current state 
for the medium to longer term. That is a significant issue that local governments particularly, in conjunction 
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with the state government, will have to address. I accept that under the current government proposals, the 
Minister for Regional Development has been left with the royalties for regions budget funding pretty much every 
election commitment outside the metropolitan area — 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Which is what we said we were doing. A very specific election commitment is that 
our regional election commitments would be met from the RforR budget. That was very transparent, as you would 
know. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I accept that that impacts on the capacity the government has to move money around 
in the royalties for regions budget. What is going to become a fairly glaring fact in the not-too-distant future is that 
a lot of the projects that were funded previously, and I am no more a fan of what was it—petunias in the main 
street; I forget which particular flower it was — 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: And singing toilets. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I asked the minister questions about singing toilets in last year’s budget. My position 
was that we could get out the Bunbury singing toilet and simply update the songs and perhaps redevelop 
a significant investment with some 2018 music. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: I thought we could put it on Gumtree.  
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, and the government might put Western Power in with it and try to sell it as 
a job lot. Perhaps we will talk about saleyards in a minute and how we might start putting them in. But update the 
music in the toilets, although it might be dangerous which songs we choose. We might have a little competition at 
some point. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Don’t It Make My Brown Eyes Blue. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I was thinking more of Taylor Swift, minister—Look What You Made Me Do, maybe. 

Hon Sue Ellery: I am going to see Taylor Swift. Are you going? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I could not go and not take my kids, and I do not think we are in a position for them to 
turn up. I am a bit hip; a bit of Taylor Swift is okay, but in terms of the singing toilet, Look What You Made Me Do 
is probably better than her previous hit, Shake It Off. I think we need to be a little bit cautious about what songs 
we put in there. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Beethoven’s last movement? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I am a little concerned about where we are going with this, so I think we should stop. 

There are a whole pile of legacy issues throughout regional Western Australia, not so much the petunias in the 
main street because they can just die off and be left as empty pots, but a number of projects that were significant, 
multimillion-dollar investments, particularly cultural and sporting facilities, that are going to either be significant 
burdens on the local governments that have put them in place or struggle to remain open over time. I would like 
to see the government address that and give us an appraisal of what it looks like. It might be a good issue for 
a parliamentary committee to look at, but I would think that the Department of Regional Development, in 
particular, would be able to give us some idea. I am sure the Minister for Regional Development will be giving an 
address on the budget at some point, and she might take on board and make comment on where additional 
investment might be needed to maintain those projects and what sort of risk is entailed. A risk assessment is in 
place in every budget, and it is often one of the most interesting bits of reading. I will come to that in a minute, 
because there is a bit in there that the Minister for Environment needs to be particularly aware of. The risk 
assessment of all these projects under royalties for regions is particularly important. The government is going to 
need to come up with a funding stream somehow, be it additional taxation, royalties for regions funding or 
something, to maintain these projects, or it will see some of these projects falter. Faltering and falling might be the 
best outcome in some of these instances. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Something like an RforR levy that we could impose on people in the regions? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I am open to anything the government might come up with. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: A Steve Thomas RforR levy. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I will be interested to see what the government does with this over time, because in 
my view it is an inevitability, and it is not just in the more remote areas. This is not just an issue for the wheatbelt 
or the north. Projects in the south west as well will struggle to be maintained without some sort of additional 
funding. This is not new. It is not an issue just for the current government; it has been around for a while. As 
a good example, look at the Albany Entertainment Centre, which is a beautiful building, but it has some 
maintenance issues, and the City of Albany has basically decided that it cannot afford to maintain that nice building 
in its current state and has handed the keys back to the state government. I think we will see that repeated time and 
again without some sort of project or process that covers the ongoing maintenance and management costs of those 
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projects. That is very important for the royalties for regions funding, if there is one thing that is missing in the 
overall royalties for regions paper that starts on page 169 of budget paper No 3. 

A good trick I use is to take the royalties for regions funding list out of the previous year’s budget and compare it 
with this year’s budget. It is a pretty good way to examine how the money is moving around. I have to say that it 
is fairly stable, as most of the budget is fairly stable. This is one of those bland budgets, is it not? If honourable 
members are looking for good entertainment in the political spec sphere, there is a great program called 
The Hollowmen. The original bibles were Yes Minister and Yes, Prime Minister. 
Hon Aaron Stonehouse: They were great shows. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, they were great shows. I think they are learning documents. The Hollowmen is 
also very good, and it has now progressed into a new program called Utopia. A great episode of The Hollowmen 
is the budget episode, in which the Treasury officials walk in and say that it is a great budget—the status quo is 
preserved and there are no big movements; it is just a great status quo budget. Members who have seen the episode 
might remember that at the end we see the whistle effect. Something must be announced, and unless the audience 
whistles, it is effectively not good enough. They work out when the whistle comes in, and in the end they announce 
a $100 billion future fund because that gets the biggest whistle. This budget before us today is, in large part, the 
Treasury officials walking out saying, “This is fantastic”, and if there was a whistle event in this budget, it was 
infrastructure funding from the federal government. If there was a whistle, it was for $3.2 billion of federal funding 
for major infrastructure projects. Well done to the government for getting that investment in place, some of it in 
the South West Region. I was a bit surprised to see a $700 million project—the Bunbury outer ring road—get 
funding, and I will come back to that in a bit more detail. That is fantastic, but this is a very plain sailing budget 
otherwise; it was quite bland, and the boffins in Treasury will be very happy and impressed. 

Before I move on from royalties for regions, something that came up in last year’s budget was the agriculture 
development fund. I wondered what this was for last year, and I asked the question in budget estimates about what 
this fund was all about. The answer was that the government was not sure yet. The government might decide that 
it will go to a major project it wants to develop. I am always cautious about budget expenditure that is not 
apportioned to anything because I tend to read that as “slush fund”. One of the issues of the royalties for regions 
program was that it was a bucket of money announced for things that were not identified in advance. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: There were levels of funds that they were talking about. You were having each region 
being given an unallocated bucket of $100 million. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is right. I am not defending it. I am someone who has actually said that there 
were issues with it, so I am not defending it, but on a smaller scale the same thing exists in the agriculture 
development fund. I was a little cheeky, I must admit. When the debate was happening around the closure of the 
Schools of the Air and the cutting of the gifted and talented program, I said that for funding those two projects, 
a $20 million fund was available for agricultural development, but the government did not know what it was going 
to spend it on. Maybe, just for the moment, because the government does know what it is going to spend the money 
on, put it across to the Schools of the Air. We then learnt that it was actually set aside for wages. The planning of 
this is not necessarily a reflection on the minister, but this is a question of accountability and openness. Over the 
years we have seen the Department of Agriculture and Food’s staff numbers reduced. I have to say that it is an 
absolute shell of itself. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Again, we agree. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I asked the minister questions about this during question time. I asked how many 
full-time employees in the Department of Agriculture and Food are funded out of royalties for regions’ funding. 
Not only has the Department of Agriculture and Food’s funding been slashed over many, many years and its FTEs 
reduced by about half from the time that I was heavily involved 10 years ago—there were in the region of 1 500 or 
1 600 FTEs and now that is down to 800; that figure effectively has been halved—but it is also the case that it has 
been shuffled across and royalties for regions is propping up the department. The answers to my questions stated 
about 57 FTEs in the Department of Agriculture and Food—I will check this—were being paid for by royalties 
for regions and between 110 and 120 FTEs were part time. That is the sort of stuff that $20 million worth of what 
one otherwise might be considered to be a slush fund might have gone to. I suspect that we will find that it is wages 
and that the activity in the department is perhaps being propped up by royalties for regions. That is not necessarily 
a bad thing, but this is the question. If the minister is to be taken at her word that that money is being set aside for 
wages, I am prepared to accept that. 

As it turns out, three or four days later, the government reversed its decision on Schools of the Air and the gifted 
and talented program. I am pleased about those decisions, particularly the decision about the gifted and talented 
program. The public sector has a history of not necessarily encouraging peak performance from our brightest 
students and a lot of time has been spent on lifting our bottom quartile to the middle of the education spectrum. 
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The public sector is not necessarily very good at getting the absolute best out of our best students. I am pleased 
that that decision was reversed, particularly for the Bunbury gifted and talented course, which, I suspect, was 
introduced by Hon Peter Collier. I will wait for him to sit down and I will ask him. It is my view—I declare an 
interest; I am a member of the school board in Bunbury—that that is a good outcome. That reinvestment is a good 
thing. I am pleased the government reversed its decision. We can call it a “backflip”, but it is usually called 
a backflip when we want to ridicule it and a “reversed decision” if we think it is a good move. Let us say in this 
case that the government has reversed its decision on this matter, and I am very pleased that it did. However, this 
is the sort of thing that becomes important in the budget papers. If that money—it is still in the budget papers—is 
set aside for wages, I think an open and accountable explanation will be required. I am sure the minister will have 
the opportunity to fill us in on a bit more detail in the not-too-distant future. 

Hon Peter Collier, was it you who introduced the gifted and talented course at Bunbury Senior High School? 

Hon Peter Collier: At Bunbury. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I thought it was. We monitor it. It is still in its infancy and it has a way to go, so this 
will boot it along a little bit more. This will be better. 

Last year we talked about the Collie futures fund. The town of Collie continues to face hardships. I know it is easy 
for members of the opposition to some degree, let us say, belittle what is in effect a bucket of money with an 
unknown expenditure at this point. As I have said, I am concerned that royalties for regions has been a bucket of 
money and we did not know where it was going to be spent. I was concerned about that, although I think we have 
now isolated where the agricultural sciences research and development fund is going. The Collie futures fund is 
important for a town that is undergoing a major restructure of its economy. It is incumbent on the government to 
give more direction on where that expenditure is going. Let us do the basics. Twenty years ago coal was being 
mined in Collie. That six million tonnes a year was split between two companies, and they were getting paid by 
the government. Effectively, most of the coal was going to the government for the production of power. That is 
when coal was $66 a tonne. That was close to $400 million worth of economic activity. In 2006, the new 25-year 
contracts for coal for power generation were signed under—I forget who the energy minister was at the time—
Treasurer Eric Ripper and the Carpenter government. The then Premier, Alan Carpenter, was quite proud of those 
savings for the state, and, to some degree, that is fair enough. Then the price went down to about $33 a tonne; the 
price of coal effectively halved. We went from having $400 million a tonne worth of economic activity down to 
$200 million worth of economic activity over a couple of years. In a town the size of Collie, with a bit under 
10 000 people, that has a significant impact. It meant that the coalmines had to economise significantly and at 
different rates. One coalmine economised much more quickly than the other. That meant that Collie is undergoing 
a 10-year adjustment period. That adjustment is still in train. The latest round of enterprise bargaining agreements, 
which have finally been agreed to after a year or two of difficult negotiations, have not been easy on the town of 
Collie. It can be seen in the main streets and in the turnover of shops. I have said to members on my side of the 
house as well as the general public that I think that that reboot of the Collie economy is critical and that I am not 
opposed to, in this case, a $20 million fund being set up to help Collie readjust. I just think we need greater clarity 
about how that money might be expended, because the last thing we want is to see that money go into projects that 
have a limited life span or limited capacity to develop. For example, it is my view—it is not the first time I have 
said this—a biomass plant in Collie is an immensely problematic proposal, not because the site is at Collie but 
because all biomass plants are currently very problematic. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Are you aware of the pelletisation plant, for example, just out of Albany, where the 
pellets can be successfully fed into coal-fired power stations? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: They can be. There are some potential options but the economics of them are not as 
easy as people may think. It is my view that the best hope that this project has of success is in the realms of waste to 
energy, so a combination process that uses waste to energy in that region. Waste to energy is an interesting concept. 
When the Minister for Environment has some time I will have a more detailed chat with him about the 
waste-to-energy debate. There are two things: firstly, most people get the waste-to-energy debate wrong. They assume 
the whole thing is about the production of energy. The efficient disposal of waste is more important than the 
generation of energy; the generation of energy is something of a by-product. The removal of the waste gives the 
greatest bang for our buck. In my view, the south west region requires some assistance to manage its waste. In the 
same way that lithium is the sexy mineral at the moment, waste to energy is the sexy power model and everybody is 
looking at it. Modular units are being developed around the world and companies around the south west are looking 
at exactly that technology. The reality is that the state still has an oversupply of electricity. It does not need significant 
additional generation capacity. I know that the Minister for Environment and I disagree on the model. I very much 
believe in the right-wing view of investing and supporting individuals to get off the grid and become independent, 
and lithium will hopefully play an important part of that in the future. The minister has said that he is as interested in 
the large-scale renewable sector; I tend to think that you can bypass that a fair bit. In this case, this has a separate 
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funding election commitment; its funding is separate from the Collie futures fund, but it is an example of how I think 
we need to be extremely practical about how we advance and diversify the Collie economy. 

I think that the biomass plant is the most problematic of the election commitments. I encourage the government to 
look at some flexibility in that election commitment, because it might find that a waste-to-energy plant may well 
be a better use of that investment. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: You’re not suggesting we break our promise, member, are you? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The government could rename it and potentially have a better chance of delivering 
it. I am trying to help. I am not Kevin, but “I’m here to help”. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: It sounds very The Hollowmen or Utopia—“Let’s rename it!” 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We are delivering a different outcome as well. The problem with biomass is fuel 
source and economics at the end of it. The advantage of waste to energy is the waste management component. 
I note that the government took back some money that had been set aside in a very long and problematic waste 
fund and I am the first to acknowledge that it was supposed to go to the Shire of Dardanup, which sold the land 
for more money et cetera. I am happy to have that debate in more detail, but the reality is that the state government 
will have to lead the way across the south west. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You think logistically it would make sense to do that in Collie and bring all the waste 
up to Collie? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It is an option. The logistics need to be looked at and we might find that the plant is 
at the lower end of the Collie shire and not necessarily in the town of Collie. If it is a waste-to-energy plant with 
an emissions profile like most waste-to-energy plants, we do not want it at the town site anyway. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: We do not want it in the airshed. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes; we do not want it in the airshed. It can still be a supporting unit for Collie not 
in the town site. We would look at various sites. It requires the capacity to plug into the system. I think that stuff 
should be looked at as an alternative to saying that we will build a biomass plant in Collie. Ultimately, my point 
is not to undermine that proposal. I think the government will need to look at it differently. The Collie futures fund 
needs greater parameters around it. I am always nervous about a committee. I do not know how many committees 
are based around Bunbury and Collie. There is a parliamentary committee. There is a committee for Bunbury. 
There is a committee for Collie and Bunbury combined. We forget that a camel is a horse designed by a committee. 
We could probably spend $20 million on committees, and that would take care of the expenditure. I suggest that 
there should be fewer committees and a better outlined plan for how we might expend both the commitment for 
the biomass plant and the Collie futures fund, which has the capacity to deliver some good outcomes. We would 
not think so given its airshed issues, but Collie has some of the best environmental assets going around. 
Wellington Dam is excellent. Personally, I would get the powerboats off Wellington Dam and shift them back on 
to Stockton Lake and ideally, eventually, one day, Lake Kepwari. I note with interest that the election commitment 
to open Lake Kepwari within the government’s first six months has not quite been managed. I chatted to the local 
member and I think he was a little optimistic. Potentially, it will be delivered at some point. I understand that the 
work is still being done. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: Lots of work has happened on that. Obviously, there is a private landlord, if I can call 
them that, at this stage, who needs to agree to relinquish Lake Kepwari. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I know. There are legacy and liability issues that need to be taken care of. There is 
a reason that it has not happened automatically and it is not necessarily easy. I am saying that that election promise 
was a bit optimistic in an election campaign that he won comfortably anyway. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: The member for Collie–Preston keeps on our back and reminds us how important that is 
to the community. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I note that the member for Collie–Preston commented that the Bushfire Centre of 
Excellence should also be in Collie. I wish him luck with those conversations and phone calls. There are some 
good assets in Collie. We might look at increasing the facilities around those water assets. We try not to tell 
anybody about Honeymoon Pool, because it is too nice an asset for anyone else to come to. The locals tend to try 
to keep that one under their hat. For any other members from other regions, there is no such thing as 
Honeymoon Pool—thank you very much! Glen Mervyn Dam is in the Shire of Donnybrook–Balingup, but it 
relates more closely. It is in between the two towns. I have been at Stockton Lake, where campervans coming from 
the eastern states go in packs. They are like campervan bikie gangs without the leathers! They arrive there in 
a group and there are virtually no facilities when they get there. There is a major tourism component. If we are 
talking about diversifying the Collie economy, we need to acknowledge that the facilities around Wellington Dam, 
Glen Mervyn Dam and Stockton Lake need upgrading. We might turn that into a destination rather than a through 
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area by some investment in those environments. We have the Motorplex there. Personally, I have zero interest in 
motorsport, but a lot of my friends do, and if we are going to put them somewhere, the Motorplex in Collie is 
a pretty good location for them. Some potential investments from that Collie futures fund would diversify that 
economy and shift it away from the reliance in those old days of “We are a coal and energy town.” 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You would have seen in our plan for Collie that we had lots of tourism-style elements 
in that. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I am pointing out where the government can make it better. I am here to help. I am 
here to take what it puts out there and improve it, because we on this side of the chamber are very helpful and that 
is what we are all about. 
I will quickly refer to a couple of issues on which we might be given some clarity from the government over time. 
The South West Emergency Rescue Helicopter Service appears to be funded from a group of different sources. 
Some royalties for regions money is going into it. Some Department of Fire and Emergency Services money is 
going into it. I would like a breakdown of that at some point to show where that will come from in the longer term. 
It would be a fairly useful product that we could all look at, because that gives us an indication of longevity. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: That would have to be an estimates question, member. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It might be an estimates hearing question, but I will chase up that one. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You would have to look at what happened when we came to government. We had 
only one year of funding, I think. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: History is history, minister, and we are interested in what is happening going forward. 
I will quickly refer to a couple of other royalties for regions figures. Perhaps this is also a question for the budget 
estimates hearings, but I refer to “Putting patients first”. The Southern Inland Health Initiative, as it was so-called, 
has been kind of redistributed under other headings. The line items “Emergency and Acute Workforce” and 
“Digital Innovation, Transport and Access to Care” probably take care of some of that. An indication of how the 
Southern Inland Health Initiative has been redistributed would be useful. I am keen to see whether funding is being 
maintained under this system. I think royalties for regions was contributing to the patient assisted travel scheme. 
Where does that sit in the budget now? It becomes hard to itemise it. When the government changes the budget 
process and where expenditure goes, it becomes difficult; this budget is not the best I have ever seen at identifying 
where things have come from and gone to. Far be it from me with my cynical nature to suggest that some of that 
might be deliberate. I am sure that it is an accident of fate and the drafting pen.  

However, I will give members a good example. We will talk about this project in a bit more detail too. By my best 
guess, the Department of Transport rolled over $10 million in last year’s budget of what is known as RADS—the 
regional airport development scheme—for the proposal to expand the Busselton–Margaret River Regional Airport, 
which is something we might explore in a little more detail in time to come. In this budget it appears that significant 
funds have been rolled over into the 2018–19 budget year. However, the budget note to say so did not come with 
it. Last year’s budget made clear that the department had rolled over $10 million from RADS from 2016–17 to 
2017–18. This year, it does not say that it has rolled over $10 million from 2017–18 to 2018–19. If we read the 
numbers, we could assume that to be the case, but it does not say so explicitly, so we do not necessarily know that 
that is the case. Some clarity around that would be good. That process in the last budget was useful because it 
identified where things had moved. I know RADS does not fall under the Minister for Regional Development’s 
portfolio, it is Department of Transport, but as one of the minister’s — 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: It is actually in there. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I am assuming that the money is still in place and has been rolled over, but in the 
Department of Transport’s part of the budget it does not explicitly say so. 

By the same token, I think there is some royalties for regions money that should still be in place for that budget. 
We will have a greater discussion at some point about moving forward and whether an airline has been signed up 
for that project. I noted the Minister for Regional Development’s comments on radio this morning in which she 
said that an airline has not been signed up, and I think she is correct on that. Whether one will be in time will be 
an interesting discussion point, but I thought the minister was correct in what she said earlier today. But the budget 
papers are a bit less clear and a bit less open and accountable in 2018–19 than they were in 2017–18. That is a good 
example of that clarity—the rolling over of specific funding for a specific project. It was outlined in 2017–18 and 
was not outlined in 2018–19, and I think that is to the detriment of the budget process. It is a set of budget papers 
that has, to a large degree, remedied some of those earlier errors of severe over-optimism in some predictions, but 
I think the clarity has diminished. I would like to see that rectified. 

Because this is the consideration of the tabled budget papers, we have the opportunity to talk about a few specific 
projects and I would like to take the opportunity to do so, particularly with regard to the South West Region. Just 
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before I move on from general remarks, though, I note that the Minister for Environment seems to have again done 
fairly well in his portfolio areas, so he obviously has a bit of pull in cabinet. His natural resource management budget 
is looking reasonably good. I keep looking in this budget for something to throw rocks at him over and have not done 
so well to date, but I live in hope and I will see what I find in more detail during the budget estimates process. 

Hon Peter Collier interjected. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: He is a good minister, is he not? He has done very well! 

We have talked about waste management, and that is one area for which we will have to look at more significant 
investment, particularly given China’s decision not to accept what it calls contaminated feeds. We are going to 
have to make some decisions around significant improvements in our recycling programs, and not only to gain 
access to Chinese markets, because Western Australia is not a big user of the Chinese marketplace. I can tell 
members that the Indonesian marketplace will start to feed off. This is going to spread elsewhere. As the material 
that was going to go to China has to look for a home, it is going to start filling the places that Western Australia 
traditionally has not used, including, in particular, Indonesia. We are going to have to get far better at reducing 
contamination in waste streams and how we manage that process. I suspect that when we see some significant 
investment in alternative environment areas, waste management is probably going to be one of the big ones. I know 
the container deposit scheme will be the first cab off the rank and that other things are happening. I think there is 
a major way to go in waste management. It will need some significant investment. That might result in a significant 
discussion about the waste levy and what it looks like. 

We have heard the arguments about cost recovery of energy and water prices, and I will finish on the impact of 
the budget on households in a little while. Cost recovery of waste management is one of those discussions and 
debates that we are going to have to have, particularly the Minister for Environment and I, over the next three 
years. We will have to look at the way in which we manage this to come up with a better, more efficient way of 
managing waste streams and have a genuine discussion about recycling. Some of the basics will be that 
Western Australia, with a small population over a large area, will struggle to effectively recycle in remote areas. 
We are effectively talking about the metropolitan area and the south west and how we might better manage those 
streams. It has to be regionally based. That is where local government is going to struggle to provide those services. 
Whether we are looking at two or three major recycling units or potentially a smaller number of less efficient ones, 
that is a debate for the next couple of years. But it is a debate that we are going to have to have. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: Member, I welcome that debate. I know you have a keen interest in the area. I don’t want 
to let regional areas down; there are opportunities in the regions. We need to think outside the square. In 
Fitzroy Crossing at the moment, the Marra Worra Worra Aboriginal Corporation has a recycling scheme and 
a small facility there. If it can be done in Fitzroy Crossing, we can do it in other places around the state. I would 
welcome a dialogue with you. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, it is one that is coming and it is one that I do not think local governments can 
handle on their own. 

I will address a couple of specific issues around the south west before we come back to the basics of the impact of 
the budget on households et cetera. I want to make some comments on a project that has, I guess, been more 
problematic than anything else and that is the seagrass wrack that has developed around Port Geographe. At best 
estimates, there is currently somewhere between 15 000 and 20 000 cubic metres of seagrass sitting on the 
foreshore in front of Port Geographe—something that the previous government spent $28 million trying to remedy 
through the construction of groynes and by attempting to re-establish sand in that area. It is my understanding that 
under the previous proposal, it was expected to take at least five years for the sand to re-establish itself on 
the foreshore on the western side of the groyne, which would prevent the build-up of seagrass. I think 
Hon Colin Tincknell, who spends a bit of time down that way, would be well aware of the sulphurous result of 
that level of seagrass. This problem is not necessarily the making of the current government, but it needs to be 
addressed. There was a significant shortcoming in the interim plans. The best experts of the day said that if we put 
this in place, it would take five years to collect enough sand to keep the seagrass out at sea. I am prepared to accept 
that maybe that was an accurate assessment. But in the meantime, particularly in the last 12 months, the seagrass 
has built up to a point at which it is keeping the sand from accumulating. The process that the project was designed 
to do, which was to put the sand there to keep the seagrass out, has been prevented because the sand has been 
prevented from accumulating. The original plan was that when the seagrass built up to 60 000 cubic metres, the 
Department of Transport would be obligated to do something about it—either pick it up and move it or try to send 
it back out to sea. However, if it is not 60 000 cubic metres—in this case it is less than 20 000 cubic metres—it is 
still sitting there preventing the solution to the problem from taking place, but it is not big enough to trigger the 
required activity by the Department of Transport. I think this is a failure of the agreement that was signed—a deed 
of arrangement, I think—between the City of Busselton and the government of the day that stated that unless it 
reached 60 000 cubic metres, the government would not bother picking it up and it would become the 
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City of Busselton’s problem. It could well be argued that the City of Busselton should have said, “Hang on 
a minute! Sixty thousand cubic metres is far too much, because that will interfere with the proposal; maybe it 
should be 10 000 cubic metres.” The problem is this: if the scientific supposition is that we are trying to put the 
sand in place to prevent the seagrass from collecting, and the seagrass will not let the sand accumulate, that 
five-year plan might turn into a 10 or a 15-year plan. The problem will not go away. There needs to be 
a reassessment of this. We can blame the committee, blame whoever, at this particular point. It does not matter 
whose fault it is—local or state government; everybody probably shares in it. The reality is that something has to 
be done; otherwise there will still be the accumulation of seagrass that prevents the sand from filling in that space, 
and that will not change unless some activity happens. Currently, 15 000 to 20 000 cubic metres of seagrass is 
sitting there. It has been there all summer; it has just been sitting there and nothing has happened to it. We are back 
into the winter season and it does not appear that it will blow out, so one would assume that more will be collected. 
It might reach 40 000 cubic metres by the end of this winter, which is still only two-thirds of the way to the trigger 
point at which the Department of Transport has to do something. It will then be even worse in becoming the final 
solution, because it is doing a better job of keeping the sand out, which is supposed to provide the final solution. 
Governments, state and federal, need to sit down and work out how we might circumvent this piece of problematic 
engineering. Something needs to be done to prevent that getting to 40 000 cubic metres. Perhaps we should be 
collecting seagrass and putting it in there so that it reaches 60 000 cubic metres. I can imagine Hon Colin Tincknell 
with his bucket and spade at Port Geographe. Hon Colin Tincknell, we have to get to 60 000 cubic metres. It will 
take a lot of his little buckets to achieve that. He had better bring all the grandkids and everybody else because it 
will take a lot of work to get 60 000 cubic metres of seagrass into that environment. I would like to see something 
different done. Hon Colin Tincknell might be bucketing seagrass for as long as Hon Aaron Stonehouse is trying 
correct the budget deficit. At 80 years, it will take him a while. Something should be done about that seagrass. 

Whilst I am down in the south west, I note that the state and federal governments have put significant money into 
the Bunbury Outer Ring Road. I suggest that a smart government would recognise that the northern end of that 
road will be quite slow and problematic. The final route is yet to be sorted. A fair bit of that land has yet to 
be purchased. A smart government might negotiate with the federal government to include the dualling of 
Bussell Highway between Capel and Busselton as the southern extension of the Bunbury Outer Ring Road because 
it will take longer than the out years to deliver the northern end. Here is another piece of free advice to the 
Minister for Transport through the Minister for Environment: a smart government might negotiate and say that 
whilst it gets to the northern route, which has to cross rivers and have flyovers, which will be expensive and tough, 
it might just snaffle a bit to finish off the Bussell Highway dualling between Capel and Busselton. On public 
holidays it is very, very busy. I drive on that road a lot. I drive it at five o’clock or six o’clock in the afternoons 
most days without any problem whatsoever. But there will come a time when that changes. Every time a section 
of the Bunbury Outer Ring Road is completed, the bottleneck is moved a little further down the path. That 
bottleneck is currently sitting near Eelup Roundabout and around Bunbury. It will eventually become the single 
lane or multiple single lanes between Capel and Busselton. I would have thought that a smart government might 
have shuffled a bit of that funding in the first couple of years for a better outcome of its election commitment. It 
is well worth looking at. 

I will look at a couple of fairly short issues. I have made some fairly strong comments about the Boyanup Saleyard 
and its potential replacement. I remain astounded at the regional saleyard strategy, which, from memory, goes back 
as far as Hon Kim Chance, who, as agricultural minister, was a proponent of the regional saleyard strategy. It was 
a four-saleyard strategy. I am going back to 2004, 2005 and 2006, and maybe even 2007, when Kim Chance 
championed the replacement of the Midland saleyards with, ultimately, saleyards at Muchea, the replacement of 
the Katanning saleyards, an upgrade of the Mt Barker saleyards, which are known as the great southern saleyards, 
and the replacement of the Boyanup saleyards. It was a $100 million project, of which $79 million was realised 
from the sale of the Midland saleyard once all the mitigation activity happened. The sale of the Midland saleyard 
was offset by the need to mediate what was effectively a contaminated site. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: And to build Muchea. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, I am coming to the build-Muchea bit. Basically, after the mitigation process, 
$79 million was realised from the sale. It absolutely beggars belief that during the next eight and a half years of 
the $100 million regional saleyard strategy, which was $79 million self-funded, $21 million did not come out of 
royalties for regions to fund the remainder of the project. I cannot understand how that happened. I cannot 
understand how a program that was to deliver infrastructure into regional areas for regional industries could not 
have completed the last 20 per cent of funding of an otherwise self-funded program that included four saleyards 
instead of three. As we know, history shows that Midland was sold and Muchea was built. We could argue whether 
or not that was gold-plated; I am happy to have those debates. Katanning saleyard was rebuilt and that seems to 
be operating fairly well. Money was put into the Mt Barker saleyard, particularly to the Shire of Plantagenet to 
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pay off debt, but some structural improvements were made during that process. That left a couple of million dollars, 
and that couple of million dollars on its own obviously was not going to rebuild the Boyanup saleyards. It is like 
saying to someone—this is ridiculous to suggest—that if they want to build a $400 000 house, we will give them 
10 per cent for it and they have to somehow make that stretch. For the $20 million saleyard in Boyanup, we will 
give them the remaining $2 million, but that is all that is left. Obviously, that was never going to be delivered and 
there was no chance that the project could proceed under those circumstances. I fail to understand how a program 
that was designed to support rural industries was not stepped up at that point to finish the regional saleyard strategy. 
I suspect that if no money is left in the coffers for that program, the poor old Shire of Capel will have no choice at 
the end of the process but to extend the lease for the existing saleyards sitting right in the middle of a little country 
town. I do not know how we can manage to get to that outcome after eight and a half years as part of a $79 million 
project. It astounds me that that was not completed and I think that is an absolute shame. The Shire of Capel and 
the community of Boyanup will be picking up the pieces of that for some time to come. As I say, I think that is an 
absolute shame. 

There are a couple of other things I want to mention. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 2693] 
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