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Report of the Legislative Council 
Ecologically Sustainable Development Committee

in relation to

National Conferences of Public Works & Environment Committees

Sydney 27, 28 & 29 July 1998
 

1 Organisation of the Conferences

1.1 The New South Wales Standing Committee on Public Works hosted the 1998
National Conferences of Parliamentary Public Works & Environment Committees
at the Parliament House of New South Wales between 27 and 29 July 1998.

1.2 Western Australia was represented at the conferences by the Legislative Council’s
Standing Committee on Ecologically Sustainable Development.  Hon Norm Kelly
MLC and Mr Michael Coleman, the Committee’s Advisory/Research Officer, were
delegated by the Committee to attend.

1.3 Western Australia has not previously sent representatives to the conferences.  As all
other States and Territories and the Commonwealth have sent representatives to the
conferences for a number of years, the participation of Western Australia is a
welcome development.

1.4 The host Committee is a ten member committee of the NSW Legislative Assembly,
chaired by Mr Paul Crittenden MP.  Mr Crittenden and the staff of the Committee
organised a full and stimulating program of speakers and site visits, using the
excellent facilities of the NSW Parliament.  Thanks are due to the host Committee
and to Mr John Murray MP, the Speaker of the NSW Legislative Assembly, who
opened the conference, for their work.

1.5 Two separate conferences were held consecutively, two days being devoted to the
Public Works Committees’ Conference and a day to the Environment Committees’
Conference.  A list of participants for each of the two conferences is attached as
Attachment A.

1.6 The second day of the Public Works Committees’ Conference was open to the public
on a fee-paying basis.  A number of representatives of government agencies and
private sector organisations involved in transport matters attended and participated
in discussion and questions.  The benefits of this approach are firstly that the cost
burden on the host Parliament is lessened, and secondly that a wider range of views
is available to delegates than would be the case if only parliamentarians and their
staff were present.  At the same time it must be noted that this approach demands
considerably more staff time and effort.
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2 Conferences program

2.1 The bulk of the first day of the Public Works Committees’ Conference was taken up
with a site visit to the Sydney Olympics 2000 site at Homebush.  The Conference
received briefings on such matters as transport to the site, reclamation of and
environmental improvements to the site (which had been an industrial area), building
of the Olympic stadia and accommodation, and environmental measures applying to
the site’s planning and operation.

2.2 The theme for the second day was “Land transport in the 21st century”.
Presentations were offered on public transport, service evaluation and private sector
involvement, amongst other things.

2.3 The Environment Committees’ Conference on the third day had as its theme
“Sustainability in the built environment” and included presentations on the areas of
waste, energy and water.

2.4 Each Committee reported to one or both conferences on activities since the last
conferences in July 1997.  This Committee reported only to the Environment
Committees’ Conference.  The text of Hon Norm Kelly’s report is attached as
Attachment B.

2.5 A copy of the full program for the Conferences is attached as Attachment C.

3 Outcomes of the Public Works Committees’ Conference

Role of a public works committee

3.1 Western Australia does not have a public works committee.  The reports of
committees from other jurisdictions suggest that most matters dealt with by public
works committees in other jurisdictions could, in this State, be dealt with by one or
more of the Legislative Council’s Public Administration, Ecologically Sustainable
Development  and Estimates and Financial Operations Committees, and the
Legislative Assembly’s Public Accounts and Expenditure Review Committee. 

3.2 The apparent effectiveness of other jurisdictions’ public works committees suggests
that having a committee dedicated specifically to oversight of expenditure on public
works, as opposed to public expenditure and administration generally, may lead to
better parliamentary review of public works than occurs at present in this State. 

3.3 A feature of the public works committee in some jurisdictions is that a proposal to
undertake public works requiring expenditure of over a set limit (say $5m) cannot
proceed until it has been referred to and reported on by the committee, and the
Government has tabled a response to the report.  However, in no case does a public
works committee have the power to veto or impose conditions on a public work. 
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Public works committees and private sector projects

3.4 An issue raised by a number of public works committees is that such committees
came into existence to review works proposed and undertaken by government
agencies, typically public works departments and water, gas, road, rail and electricity
boards.  Increasingly however, works traditionally falling into the category of public
works are actually carried out by the private sector.  Mr John Caldon of the
Macquarie Bank presented an analysis of the transfer over recent years of more and
more elements of large projects from the public to the private sector, culminating in
works such as Victoria’s build - own - operate - transfer (BOOT) Citylink project,
where public sector involvement is limited to planning, some regulatory oversight
of the project and eventual ownership.

3.5 Committee terms of reference in some cases appear to be broad enough to allow
them to enquire into public works being undertaken in whole or in part by the private
sector.  However, whether because of limited terms of reference or because of the
difficulty committees have in adapting to the role of reviewing joint public/private
undertakings, committees do not appear as confident of their ability to adequately
review projects which have significant private sector involvement.

Full cost accounting principles and environmental costs

3.6 Most public works committees commented on a developing awareness that the
externalities of a project can and should be taken into account when analysing costs.
Where once review of a public work might have been confined to immediate costs
actually incurred, true cost accounting principles now require that downstream, flow-
on, recurrent and indirect costs be considered also.  Drawing on the transport theme
of the conference, proper evaluation of, say, the Fremantle Bypass or Narrows Bridge
proposals requires consideration not only of the capital works costs of the project but
also of ongoing maintenance costs, costs arising from additional road use, costs of
impact minimisation measures, losses suffered by industries, homeowners and
communities affected by the project and so on.  Benefits should be treated in the
same way.  The Committee considers that true cost accounting principles should be
taken into account by Government when evaluating public works.

3.7 Public works committees place varying degrees of emphasis on the environmental
assessment aspect of their role.  The question arises whether a project such as the
Narrows Bridge, involving significant public expenditure and potentially significant
environmental impacts, should be reviewed by a public works/estimates committee,
an environmental committee or both.  The Ecologically Sustainable Development
Committee, in catering for both environmental and development concerns across
both public and private sector, is probably more comprehensive in its role than many
committees and is well placed to consider public works projects.
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Conference theme: evaluation of transport options

3.8 Some of the approaches taken to transport issues in other jurisdictions could be
useful in Western Australia.  For instance, Mr David Anderson, Acting Manager,
Transport and Environment, NRMA, told the conference that merely to stabilise car
use Sydney needs to increase the proportion of trips taken using public transport
from the current level of around 18% to around 40%.  By contrast, the Committee
understands that in Perth the proportion is in the order of 8%.  Sydney also
recognises and is working to overcome the inequity that wealthier areas tend to have
better public transport.  This Committee considers that approaches taken by cities
like Sydney to public transport should be taken into account in evaluation of
transport options in Perth.

3.9 Mr John Kirk, Director, Australasian Railways Association, told the conference that
rail freight is 3-4 times more energy efficient than road freight, produces only 30%
as much greenhouse gas, and is seven times safer.  A semi trailer causes as much
road damage as 20,000 cars: the cost to the public purse is not, but should be,
reflected in the charges for semi-trailer use.  Mr Kirk’s conclusion is not that road
transport should be restricted by regulation but that true cost accounting principles
should apply to it so as to allow rail freight to compete on a level playing field. 

Other matters

3.10 Two events unrelated to the conference but worth mentioning occurred during the
conference.  The first was the issuing of the first warnings about contamination of
Sydney’s water supply, which reminded delegates of the strong link between public
works, environmental issues and the welfare of the community.  

3.11 The second was the appointment of a member of this Committee, Hon Murray
Criddle MLC, as WA’s new Minister for Transport.  The Committee warmly
congratulates the new Minister on his appointment and hopes that his experience on
this Committee might prove of assistance in his new role.  The Committee’s
delegates to the conferences note that the strong focus of the Public Works
Committees’ Conference on transport matters would have been of great interest to
the new Minister.  All committees reporting to the conference noted the need for
environmental sustainability considerations to be taken into account in the planning
of transport infrastructure.  The Committee is confident in the ability of Hon Murray
Criddle to accommodate sustainable planning principles in the transport portfolio.

4 Outcomes of the Environment Committees’ Conference

Committee reports

4.1 Environment committees reported to the conference on activities undertaken over the
last year or so, principally inquiries on a wide range of topics from ballast water and
aquaculture to fire management in native forest.  This Committee notes the potential
for duplication of work to be avoided where another committee’s inquiry covers
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matters of interest to this Committee, and intends  in future to remain abreast of the
work of other committees for this reason.

4.2 Hon Norm Kelly MLC presented the report of this Committee to the conference,
describing the circumstances of the Committee’s establishment a year prior to the
conference, completion of a report on aspects of the Environmental Protection
Amendment Bill 1997 and progress on other inquiries into forest management,
uranium and commercialisation of flora and fauna.  The Hansard transcript of the
report is attached as Attachment B.

Full cost accounting principles and environmental costs

4.3 As with the Public Works Committees’ Conference, a recurring theme in this
conference was the importance of true cost accounting in effectively regulating the
distribution of resources, and consequently the environmental impacts of resource
use.  It was generally agreed that informed decision making by communities and
governments demands that all costs, whether direct, indirect, environmental,
downstream or non-financial, are taken into account in a transparent process.  This
Committee considers that true cost accounting principles should be taken into
account by Government agencies responsible for regulation of resource use.

4.4 Dr Neil Shepherd, Director General, NSW Environmental Protection Authority noted
the shift in environmental protection throughout Australia from a “command and
control” regime to a licence fee based, polluter pays regime whereby the polluter
pays according to the degree and location of pollution.

Approaches to sustainability in other jurisdictions

4.5 Mr Bruce Precious, Manager, Business Energy Efficiency, of the NSW
instrumentality the Sustainable Energy Development Authority (“SEDA”), outlined
a number of schemes by which SEDA promotes energy efficiency in business,
government, retailing and in the home.  A number of the schemes appear potentially
suitable for adoption by WA Government agencies and could be promoted by the
Department of Environmental Planning or Office of Energy.  Some pages of SEDA’s
internet web site briefly outlining its programs are reproduced, with SEDA’s
permission, at Appendix D.  This Committee considers that investigation of the
SEDA programs by the WA Government would be worthwhile.

4.6 Other speakers told the conference about measures adopted in jurisdictions such as
Germany and the US to minimise energy waste.  The philosophy espoused by Mr
John Denlay of Friends of the Earth and Dr Stuart White of the Institute for
Sustainable Futures is that government should promote “least cost planning”,
whereby planning outcomes are measured in terms of effectiveness (provision of
services), not quantities (provision of goods).  Regulatory regimes should seek to
recognise the environmental and cost benefits of systems which provide equivalent
services while using less resources.  
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4.7 An example pertinent to Western Australia is encouraging the installation of low
flow shower roses, which cost around $40, provide the same quality of service as old
fashioned shower roses and save the average household $25/year in water and
$75/year in energy.  Installation of low flow roses throughout the country would save
each year the equivalent of half Perth’s annual water consumption.  

4.8 The Institute for Sustainable Futures has undertaken projects in Kalgoorlie to
minimise water waste.  Given the critical importance of water management in
Western Australia, the Committee considers that the Government should consider
the approaches promoted by SEDA and the Institute for Sustainable Futures.

5 Conclusion

5.1 The Ecologically Sustainable Development Committee learnt a great deal from the
conferences and offers thanks to the host committee, its staff and the NSW
Parliament for arranging them.  Delegates Hon Norm Kelly MLC and Mr Michael
Coleman are happy to discuss any of the matters raised in this report with interested
readers.  The Committee looks forward to the 1999 conferences in Tasmania.

Hon Christine Sharp MLC

Date:
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ATACHMENT B:   REPORT OF THE ECOLOGICALLY SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE (WA)  TO

THE ENVIRONMENT COMMITTEES ’  CONFERENCE

Mr PRICE:  Our last committee report to be dealt with this morning is the report of the
Western Australian Standing Committee on Ecologically Sustainable Development.

Mr KELLY (Western Australia):  It is suitable to follow the old with the new and we are
very much the new kids on the block with environmental type committees in Australia. I shall
start by giving a background to the formation of the committee. It goes back to our last State
election in December 1996, which saw the conservative parties lose control of the upper house
for the first time in the history of Western Australia. I also point out that the Ecologically
Sustainable Development Committee is an upper House committee. The new make-up of the
Legislative Council, excluding the President who is from the Government, includes 16
coalition members and 17 non-Government members made up of 12 ALP, three Greens WA
and two Australian Democrats.

The new Legislative Council began on 22 May last year and in the four or five months between
the election and the new term starting, there had been a push, mainly from conservation groups,
led by the Wilderness Society, the Conservation Council and the Western Australia Forest
Alliance to have an environment-type committee established. The Wilderness Society was the
main instigator and drew on the examples we have here today and what has happened in the
rest of Australia. The push at the parliamentary level was mainly led by the Greens and the
Australian Democrats. After negotiations we were able to gain the support of the Labor Party.
Unfortunately, the coalition was opposed to the formation of the committee, the main reason
being that it felt it was premature to establish the committee while a review was continuing of
the overall committee structure of the upper House. The House divided and the committee was
established on 26 June last year.

The committee is unique to the Western Australian Parliament in that it has representatives
from all the parliamentary parties. The chairman of the committee, Dr Christine Sharp from
Greens WA, cannot be here for the conference. As there was division about establishment of
the committee we appreciated that all parties provided a representative. I shall briefly mention
the terms of reference. The first term of reference was to inquire into and report to the House
on any matter in Western Australia concerning or relating to the planning for or management,
use or development of natural resources and the environment, having particular regard to
demographic, economic, ecological, technological and lifestyle and settlement factors and
concerns. The second term of reference was any bill or matter referred to by the House. The
committee has a broad reference and can institute its own inquiries, which it has done already
on a few occasions.

The committee membership is inexperienced, with four of the five members in their first term
of Parliament. The only longer term member is Murray Criddle and anyone who reads the
Australian today will learn that Murray was sworn in yesterday as the Minister for Transport,
so we will lose our experienced member, who will most likely be replaced by a new National
Party member. I express my thanks on behalf of committee members to Michael Coleman and
Kelly Campbell for the work they have done in helping the reasonably inexperienced team to
become established. I am sure other members of the conference will echo those sentiments
about their own staff, although perhaps their staff do not have to answer questions such as:
"What do we do now?" or "How many papers or people are we allowed to subpoena on this
issue?"
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The major inquiry conducted by the committee over the last year has been into forest
management in the south-west of Western Australia. I shall quickly run through the terms of
reference because it was interesting to hear from Tasmania about what is being done there
about forestry. Our issues relate to the sustainability of current logging practices, timber
royalties, woodchipping, the RFA, high conservation value forests, plantations and
employment opportunities. The terms of reference are quite broad and because of the process
of the regional forest agreement in Western Australia we are heading towards a conclusion in
the RFA with public submissions closing this Friday. The committee will produce an interim
report in the next two or three weeks as to its views about how the RFA has been conducted in
Western Australia.

The RFA has been extremely divisive in our State. Tasmania has the only other RFA to
engender quite that degree of emotion and conflict. Our committee is not saying it is expert on
forestry but is examining the processes and suggesting where something could be done better
or where public consultation could have worked, given that RFAs around Australia are meant
to resolve conflict. We are questioning why our State has not had that resolution of conflict and
hopefully we can contribute. As to the tabling of reports, so far the committee has only
produced one report, which was reasonably minor, resulting from a referral from the
Legislative Council to look at the Environmental Protection Amendment Bill 1997. There had
been some debate in the House about the proposed management in the bill for hazardous waste
facilities and how this would fit in with the conflicting roles of regulator and operator of such
sites. We have the Department of Environmental Protection and the Environment Protection
Authority, and we tried to resolve that conflict of interest. It is good to have a tight timetable in
which to report back. Our recommendations were broadly adopted by the Government and all
the parties. There were a few technical adjustments but it was pleasing that we were
constructive in that area.

Also, the Legislative Council referred a watching brief to the committee on the State salinity
action plan. Western Australia has about 70 per cent of salinity-affected land in Australia and
the Action Plan is a major Government initiative. The committee will report once a year on
how the action plan is being implemented. The committee is also inquiring into the proposal to
mine uranium at the Kintyre site in the State's north, and it may be interesting to compare notes
with Northern Territory as we may produce a different report. At the moment it is a proposal
by Rio Tinto to establish a mine. We wanted to get in early to try to get things happening,
rather than have a project up and running, come in after the event and make changes. We want
to get in early to recommend changes before things go too far. Another inquiry we have taken
on, but have not done any work on, is the commercialisation of native flora and fauna. It is
interesting to note that Victoria is also moving in that area. With both the uranium and the
commercialisation of flora and fauna, we are examining areas that have been extensively
researched by Senate committees. It is important not to reinvent the wheel, but to complement
reports, become more specific at a State level and expand our knowledge. Given the make-up
of the committee, in that it has a non-government majority, there has been an expectation from
some quarters that we would slam the Government on environmental matters.

Conservation groups really wanted us to hammer the Government. But members of the
committee are aware of the long-term future of such a committee and we have been wary about
how we go about our work so that we can establish credibility. There are limitations on our
workloads. Three of our five members are country based, which makes it difficult to organise
meetings outside non-sitting weeks. We also have to consider the other committee 
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workloads of members. It has also been suggested that our terms of reference be expanded to
include social issues in the title, even though they are already extremely broad. We are in the
early stages of establishment. We appreciate the opportunity to contribute at and learn from this
conference. I thank the organisers for that opportunity.
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ATTACHMENT C:   CONFERENCES PROGRAM
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ATTACHMENT D:   EXCERPTS FROM SUSTAINABLE ENERGY DEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY (NSW) WEBSITE
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