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ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 
Consideration of Tabled Papers 

Resumed from 9 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 2664A–D 
(budget papers 2019–20) laid upon the table of the house on Thursday, 9 May 2019. 

HON DR STEVE THOMAS (South West) [2.05 pm]: Thank you, Madam President, for this opportunity to once 
again return to that great debate of economic literacy, which the Legislative Council of Western Australia has been 
so enamoured of in previous years. Of course, everybody is quite excited that it is budget time. I know it is an 
exciting time for the members of the Legislative Council and, as a budget tragic, it certainly is for me. It is my 
intention to initially talk generally about the budget position and outlook, then go into significant detail about 
a number of government departments. I will then raise a number of significant issues that I think need to be 
addressed as part of the budget process, some of which will, unfortunately, reflect on the accountability of the 
government. We will come to that in due course. 
Let us begin, honourable members, with a basic statement of where the budget sits. The budget media statements 
released by the government last week proudly put forward key budget figures that indicate that in the current 
financial year, the state will have a budget surplus of half a billion dollars, which will rise to $2 billion over the 
forward estimates. That is not an insignificant amount of money. 
As we have learnt on our path to economic literacy, the first part of Western Australia’s mining and revenue boom 
occurred under the Gallop Labor government. Treasurer Eric Ripper was very keen to make sure that he controlled 
all that expenditure. At the beginning of the boom, he oversaw budgets with surpluses of $1 billion or slightly 
more and managed to invest in some significant bits of infrastructure. The first of those was $1 billion for the 
Perth–Mandurah rail line. The second was $1 billion towards what is now operating as Fiona Stanley Hospital. 
That government managed to do that because of what were, at that stage, massive increases in iron ore royalties. 
I know that we have discussed that before, but it is pertinent to reflect that from about 2001–02, in the second term 
of that Labor government, it was undoubtedly the case that the iron ore boom had a major impact on the capacity 
of the state to produce a budget surplus. It is funny how history repeats itself, or maybe it is not, because a couple 
of key areas are contributing to a significant budget surplus both now and in the not-too-distant future. I will look 
at those two major issues in a bit more detail and do a forensic examination of what that might look like. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You’re going to focus, of course, on expenditure control. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I will get to expenditure control—absolutely. I intend to spend some time discussing 
these issues. It might be best not to encourage me to linger too much, because we may be here for some time 
looking at both sides of the ledger. 
Hon Darren West: You will need to explain that to your colleagues. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We will get there, Hon Darren West. We will get to some interesting things when 
we get to Fisheries, to which I hope Hon Darren West will contribute. We will get there in time. 
Hon Martin Aldridge: Twitter? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I am more interested in lobster backflips. It will take me a bit of time to get to that. 

Let us start with the basic figures, because these are important. The state has received a remarkable turnaround in 
revenue for two particular reasons. The first is the increase in the price of iron ore and the second, of course, is the 
massive infusion of GST funding. I will go to each of those in a little detail because the turnaround in those 
numbers has been absolutely significant, and it is ultimately that turnaround that will allow the government to 
produce a budget surplus in the current year and predict significantly higher budget surpluses for the forward 
estimates. Government members will be very pleased to know that I will talk about expenditure restraint and wages 
in particular; I will get there in time. The reality is that writing down a set of books with a budget surplus this 
financial year was a particularly clever political move, given the context in which we find ourselves. There was 
potentially some politics involved as well as economics, but the government was able to do so on the basis of those 
two points; namely, the price of iron ore has significantly increased—in fact, it is almost another a mini boom; 
I do not expect it to last, but, again, I will go into some detail about that—and the massive increase in GST revenues 
for the state of, in effect, at least $4.7 billion over the forward estimates. That obviously has a significant impact 
on the capacity of the state to generate income to therefore produce a budget surplus. Well done; the government 
has managed to deliver a budget surplus and we have to give it some credit for that. But we also need to 
acknowledge where it came from. There are a couple of bits I will talk about in some detail, particularly the larger 
budget surpluses in the forward years. 

Let us start, honourable members, with the price of iron ore. I note that at least Treasury has become more realistic 
about its forecast for the iron ore price. I have said in this chamber a number of times that the very heroic long-term 
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forecast of $US120 a tonne for iron ore was always somewhat ridiculous. I think I said that the Treasury official 
who predicted that should probably have been sacked. I do not know whether that has occurred. I do not think that 
occurs very often in the public service, but I might suggest during this speech that a few others should join the 
party. Treasury has been, let us say, modest in its expectations, and that is very wise. The actual iron ore price in 
2017–18—I refer to page 2 of budget paper No 3 for those who like to follow; I know many do, particularly those 
at home watching, the budget groupies—was $US68.80 per tonne. The estimated actual in the current financial 
year of 2018–19 is $US76.50. The budgeted figure climbs slightly to $US73.50 in 2019–20. The budgeted forecast 
for the three forward estimate years are $US65.60, $US63.70 and $US63.70. Obviously at the far end of the 
forward years, those things become a little bit more of a guess and less of a calculation, and I am the first to accept 
that that is the case. But as I have said in this chamber before, if the government is conservative and circumspect 
in its estimates of the iron ore price, which is its biggest individual revenue raiser—it raises in the order of 
$5 billion to $6 billion out of a $30 billion-a-year budget—if the price comes back, which it will eventually do, 
the government will not expect a significant budget hit. If the price goes up significantly, the government will be 
in the fortunate position of having a budget bonus.  

Minister for Environment, what I should have said before I started is that there will be points in this address at 
which I will ask for specific information. I am happy to make sure that the minister is aware of that. If he is called 
out on urgent parliamentary business, I am sure another honourable member will nudge him upon his return. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: I will check the Hansard. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Absolutely. 

If a government is careful to present very modest iron ore price expectations and those iron ore prices go up, it 
receives a lovely windfall. That is what happened when Hon Eric Ripper was Treasurer in 2001 and 2002. The 
price of iron ore went up significantly because of the boom in China. The state Treasury did not predict the increase, 
but it left Eric Ripper with billions of dollars to spend over time. The government has put in place a clever option, 
but here is the first point I make about being back on the path to economic literacy: if the government is clever 
with that process, it can make it work for it significantly well, particularly in the lead-up to a an election. Iron ore 
prices are currently reasonably high and in particular they are reasonably high because one of our iron ore competitors 
based in South America suffered the misfortune of dams collapsing. Unfortunately, the poor people downstream 
probably suffered the greatest misfortune. There was a terrible outcome. The misfortune of South America has to 
some degree resulted in a fortune for iron ore producers in Western Australia and, in the fullness of time, it will 
result in a fortune for the state government. I stress this point because I think it is particularly important and it is 
one that I saw coming. On 12 February this year, I asked in this chamber — 

In light of the globally significant and ongoing problems experienced by Vale, Brazil, in the production 
of its iron ore, which has resulted in a local price of $US90 a tonne for iron ore being realised, what would 
be the predicted impact on the state’s iron ore royalty income over the next four years should the average 
iron ore price remain at $US90 a tonne? 

That was the first part of the question; I will come to the second part a bit later. The minister replied, on behalf of 
the Treasurer — 

A scenario where the average price of iron ore remains at $90 a tonne has not been modelled, as this 
assumption is highly unrealistic. 

It makes you think. Today’s iron ore price in US dollars—I have taken the figure from page 56 of the bastion 
of business knowledge, The West Australian—is just a tad over $US95. That highly unrealistic price of around 
$US90 a tonne has lasted from 12 February to 14 May. Honourable members might say that it has been only 
three months and the price of iron ore over three months will not set the future—and it will not—but many pundits 
who work in the resources sector are suggesting that iron ore will stay at that price for some months, perhaps even 
a year to a year and a half, until Vale is able to ramp up its production in South America. Members need to bear in 
mind that Vale’s attempts to restart production on the basis that the dams are safe have been rejected by the courts. It 
may be some time before Vale can return the production that was lost back into the marketplace. As I say, a number 
of resource analysts have suggested that it might go for 12 or even 18 months. What impact will that have on the 
government’s bottom line? Luckily for us, the government tells us this. Again, for those who are following, the bottom 
of page 59 of budget paper No 3 has a chart titled “Approximate Parameter Sensitivity of Revenue Estimates 2019–20”. 
Iron ore royalties come in at $81 million variability for each US dollar increase or decrease in the price of iron ore. 
That is a significant amount of money—$81 million for every dollar. It does not sound like a lot when you say it like 
that and say it quickly. Let us make a very odd assumption here. Let us just say that analysts have predicted another 
13 months of iron ore prices at, say, $93 a tonne. Let us pick an exact number: let us say $93.50 a tonne, because that 
will work into a nice round number in a minute. Should it stay at that point for the next 13 months, that will provide 
a high price of iron ore for the government for the entirety of its 2019–20 financial year; that is, the next year of the 
budget will see an additional $81 million for every dollar of iron ore above the price the government has set. The 
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price that the government set, as we saw on page 2, for that year was $73.50. It is just a tad over $95 today. Let us 
say, for example, on the assumption that China and America manage to sort out their trade differences, that China 
pumps back into action and the government receives a price of $93.50 a tonne for the financial year. That is an extra 
$US20 a tonne. Given that the budget sensitivity is $81 million for every US dollar, if that figure is multiplied by 20, 
it is worth an extra $1.6 billion over the year. That is $1.6 billion, if the iron ore price stays high, that this 
government has not factored into its budget yet. That can be broken down. It depends on how long the price stays up. 
Basically, $1.6 billion works out at $135 million a month of extra money—extra cash—that is unbudgeted in the 
2019–20 financial year. What will we see when that happens? Should that occur, I think we are going to see that 
in the 2020–21 budget, the budget that will lead up to the 2021 election, the government will have a significant 
war chest that it has managed to throw together based purely on being conservative on the prices of iron ore 
established in its budget. It is extremely conservative. I agree that the government should be conservative, but the 
Legislative Council of Western Australia, as, obviously, the place of economic literacy in debate around the 
budget, should and must be aware that the government faces a potentially massive windfall of $135 million 
a month for every month that the iron ore price stays up, even if it is a little bit less than it is today. It has been 
over $90 a tonne since I asked that question back in February—in fact, it was a little bit before then. That means that 
the government has already had three months of that high iron ore price—three months multiplied by $135 million. 
Therefore, this government already has an extra $400 million to spend in its next budget that is not written down 
anywhere in the budget today. But we can see it coming. This has a plus and minus. It is a plus for the government, 
because it already has $400 million extra, and if the iron ore price stays up for the next nine months, it will have 
a total of $1.6 billion extra to throw around. I imagine the government would do exactly that. I would imagine that 
those clever people at Treasury are rubbing their hands together saying, “We think that’s a great idea, Treasurer. 
We’ll just keep a bit quieter about the iron ore price making the significant impact in the three or four months to 
date since the iron ore price has risen and going forward.” 
Hon Jim Chown: I thought we had a commitment that they’d use these moneys to pay down state debt? 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We have got to see that, Hon Jim Chown. Paying down state debt has not yet — 
Hon Jim Chown: Which is increasing under this government. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes. At this stage, there is not yet a proponent to pay down state debt, but this might 
be the windfall that does—this $400 million to $1.6 billion of effectively free money, bearing in mind it is already 
around the $400 million mark—depending on how accurate the estimate of the iron ore price for the financial year 
we are in now turns out to be. But for every month it goes up and stays at a high price, there is a potential windfall 
of $135 million a month over the next 12 months. I think we need to make sure that we ask the government 
regularly how much additional revenue is coming in while that iron ore price is high, and what the revenue will be 
attributed to, because the government will have an enormous war chest going forward based on the back of the 
iron ore industry in Western Australia if the price stays up where it currently is. 
That is the first thing to be aware of in this budget. That is the first bit of good luck for the government and the 
first bit of trickery in keeping it fairly hidden. We need to make sure and watch that that process comes to fruition 
perhaps with, Hon Jim Chown, that $1.6 billion, if it eventuates, going on to debt reduction—perhaps. 
Hon Jim Chown: If the iron ore price comes down. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The budget says the iron ore price was going to be $73.50, so if it drops by $22 during 
the next financial year — 
Hon Diane Evers: And if you were in government, that’s what you could do. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is right. But I would like to think that we would be having that conversation 
up-front, Hon Diane Evers. We know that we are very honest and up-front on this side of the chamber, and we 
will be making sure that we give that information. I will get to the point at which we need to examine a few other 
statements by the government and work out how honest and up-front it has been across a range of portfolios and 
a number of issues. But that is the first thing honourable members should be aware of—a potential windfall for 
the government of millions to hundreds of millions of dollars based on the very cautious numbers put on the price 
of iron ore. It is no doubt the case that if I were doing something in Treasury, I would be doing exactly the same 
thing. Now that we are aware of it, we will watch it. We will keep an eye on it and we will keep an eye on where 
those moneys go to. In the meantime, if it is theoretically not being collected, there will have to be accounting for 
it somewhere down the track because all those moneys are not in the budget papers. 

The second major windfall is, of course, GST. There is been a significant increase in the amount of GST that will 
come back to Western Australia—in the order of $4.7 billion up until 2022–23, and then a legislative floor kicks 
in. At that point, the legislative floor will rise over the next couple of years to guarantee effectively not much 
variation from the amount of GST that is generated in the state. Again, as we are working on this issue of economic 
literacy, I ask members to keep in mind that as a result of this process the new state–commonwealth financial 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Tuesday, 14 May 2019] 

 p3139d-3156a 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas 

 [4] 

relationship is one in which a boom experienced in one state will no longer be shared. As long as that happens to 
the benefit of Western Australia, we can say WA is the winner in the process. But it will be interesting to see where 
the next boom occurs. At the moment, we are having a little mini-boom in iron ore. We will expect an even smaller 
mini-boom in lithium. Lithium is an excellent product; we will come to lithium in more detail down the track. The 
royalties from lithium are expected to rise from almost nothing to a couple of hundred million dollars a year as 
those productions ramp up. In effect, with the new GST arrangement, we will no longer be sharing the boom with 
any other state. If that should occur, remember that that is the result of the position that we all took, but I would 
also be interested to see what the mini iron ore boom would have done to GST revenues. Members will potentially 
remember that I asked a question about what was going to happen to iron ore royalties and was told that a scenario 
in which an average price of iron ore remains at $90 a tonne has not been modelled, and that this assumption is highly 
unrealistic. We have had three and a bit months of it, so I am not sure whether that is necessarily the case. I also 
asked what modelling had been done to determine the impact on the GST returns of the increase in iron ore prices. 

Members will be aware that in the middle of last year, a GST agreement was struck, putting in a floor for 
GST payments to Western Australia, due to start in 2022–23. In the interim years, the Commonwealth Grants 
Commission will still be in a position to impact on the GST revenues for the state of Western Australia. That 
interested me, and I think this return needs to be looked at in some significant detail. On 19 February I asked 
the Treasurer, under the changes to the GST laws passed in the federal Parliament in 2018, what is the first year 
in which a floor is legislated, and whether, under the same laws, the funds allocated for top-up payments 
legislated certain dollar amounts. The answer stated that the floor arrangements would commence in 2022–23, 
and went on to state — 

In addition, as anyone who has followed this matter would know by now, an effective GST floor applies 
from 2019–20 through the commonwealth’s commitment to provide untied top-up funding. 

The question I have is: did it? On 20 February this year, I asked what section of the Treasury Laws Amendment 
(Making Sure Every State and Territory Gets Their Fair Share of GST) Act 2018 commits the commonwealth to 
an effective GST floor prior to 2022–23, when the actual floor is implemented under the act, and what guarantee 
the Treasurer had that the changes in top-up payments would offset our GST relativity. The answer was that the 
commonwealth Treasurer had committed to this. The first question I have for the Minister for Environment to ask 
of the Treasurer is: in what form were those commitments? I have asked that question of our federal colleagues, 
and apparently there was an exchange of letters between the state and federal Treasurers talking about the issue of 
the interim period between the current financial year and 2022–23, when the top-up, as legislated in the act, kicked 
in. I was extremely interested to see that there was ultimately a written agreement, a copy of which I have. 
Members might note that it is a one-page agreement, fairly hastily printed. It is headed — 

AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE COMMONWEALTH AND WESTERN AUSTRALIA—GST TOP-UP 
PAYMENTS FOR 2019–20, 2020–21 AND 2021–22 

Point 2 of the agreement reads — 

The amount of the top-up payment will reflect the difference between Western Australia’s GST revenue 
based on the determined GST revenue sharing relativity (if its GST revenue sharing relativity is less than 0.7) 
and an amount equal to 0.7 multiplied by its population share of GST revenue in that payment year. 

This is the document in which the commonwealth and the state agree to an interim floor, if you will, of 70¢ in the 
dollar. I note that this document was signed by the federal Treasurer on 25 February 2019 and by the state Treasurer 
on 27 February 2019. While the minister is seeking information at some point on what correspondence occurred 
before the signing of this document, it interests me that on 19 and 20 February 2019 I asked questions about what 
written guarantees the state had in those interim years, and whether the Treasury and the government had calculated 
for the impact of a significant increase in iron ore prices. I do not think that the state government or the Treasury 
foresaw this $20-odd increase in iron ore prices. Perhaps the state Treasury decided that we do not need to worry 
about those interim years because the price would stay low and the correction would occur naturally.  
I am extremely interested because, as I say, on 19 and 20 February 2019 I asked what would happen if the price 
of iron ore went up, and what confirmation the government had of a guarantee of a floor in the interim years. In 
reality, why was an interim floor not legislated through the Parliament of Australia? I do not understand that. If 
there was an intention to put in an interim floor, I do not understand why that would not have been legislated as 
part of the process, unless this is one that the state government missed. Is this one that the state government was 
unaware of, that went through to the keeper? That might be unfair. It may be that that there was a significant 
exchange, and it was always, for some reason, intended that the interim years guarantee would be signed six or 
eight months after the legislation passed through the federal Parliament—maybe; I do not know. If the Minister 
for Environment were to present the correspondence from the state Treasurer, that would be incredibly interesting. 
I cannot see how it would be commercial-in-confidence, given that we have all seen the outcome of the process. 
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I am not going to claim any credit, but on 19 and 20 February I asked what happens in this circumstance, and on 
25 and 27 February the Treasurers signed a new agreement to cover it. It is perhaps a bit of an odd coincidence, but 
odd coincidences do occur, and I would be very intrigued to see what correspondence occurred between the state 
and the commonwealth at that time. Without doubt, nobody legislated initially for the interim years of 2018–19, 
2019–20, 2020–21 and 2021–22. The floor kicks in in 2022–23, so there are four years in the interim. Is this 
something that got missed, or was there a long and careful negotiation about what it might look like? If we are 
going to end up with a 70¢ floor during the interim period, why was that not part of the debate? Why did members 
of the House of Representatives and the Senate not get to have a look at that and wonder why? To be honest, 
I would be interested to see who actually asked the question about the interim years anywhere. Treasury is 
supposed to have, iron ore prices notwithstanding, the best advised people, so surely Treasury would be able to 
tell us why this was done in a separate way. When was it first debated, and when were the interim years identified? 
I would be very interested in that, so perhaps the minister can ultimately let us know. As I say, I am prepared to 
accept the minister tabling various letters. I understand that at least one letter was sent each way at some point, but 
I have not seen it, and I do not know the dates. I do not know whether that was not long after the legislation passed, 
and somebody decided that we should look at the interim years a bit more closely, and decided to get around to fixing 
it, eventually. If that was the case, I do not understand why. Madam President, I seek leave to table that agreement. 
Leave granted. [See paper 2683.] 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That will give everyone the opportunity to have a look through the document and 
decide whether it would be a reasonable progression from an act of federal Parliament that took some days to 
debate and was a particularly auspicious piece of legislation. It strikes me as funny that the outcome of covering 
the interim years looks like the document that the house has just agreed to have tabled. Like I say, let us ask the 
question: is it possible that the Treasurer and the Treasury completely missed this aspect? I do not know, but it 
will be interesting to find out. I think that is a particularly interesting question that we need to get an answer to, 
and I look forward to the answer in due course. 
The two major components of the budget that provided the windfall to the government were iron ore prices and 
the GST. Along with massive increases in income, they both come with, I guess, a few thorns that the government 
needs to be careful to not get caught on along the way. Prime examples are the hidden boom in iron ore revenues 
and the unexplained question of the interim year GST floor. Those things are worth chasing up. Should the iron 
ore price stay at an average of $93.50 per tonne next year, I am absolutely sure that all members present today 
could come up with ways of spending the additional $1.6 billion in revenue. We in the opposition are here to help, 
and I am sure we can come up with some remarkably good and efficient suggestions. 
I return to the budget papers proper. To be honest, we have not progressed far past the first few pages, but we will 
get there. I will make this point about the books as they go together, and I have made it before: there is a difference 
in the ways in which the commonwealth government and the state government treat their budgets in the separation 
of the capital account and the consolidated account. We have to be a little careful about what is called the budget 
surplus. Just so members can be aware, it is always worth having a quick browse. I will jump to page 209 of 
budget paper No 3, under the heading “Cash surplus/-deficit”. Anyone running a business assumes that capital is 
part of their operation, whilst in an accrual sense they treat it differently for tax purposes, so the expenditure is 
written off slowly over time as depreciation, for example. Depreciation in a state government sense is one of those 
very difficult issues, because it depreciates a building it has no capacity to sell, so is that a value? It is effectively 
a book cost. It is always worth looking at the cash budget to work out exactly where the cash is going. I turn again 
to page 209, under the heading “Total Public Sector Cash Flow Statement”. In 2019–20, there will be a cash deficit 
of $248 million, so in effect we will have a cash deficit next financial year of a quarter of a million dollars, which 
is better than this financial year, which is $1.438 billion. 
Members should bear in mind that when we look at an accrual accounting system—I am sure all the accountants 
and amateur accountants in the chamber will be aware of the difference—the paper profit is not always equivalent 
to the cash profit. A lot of businesses do this. Out in the electorates of Hon Jim Chown or Hon Ken Baston, if 
a farming business has had a particularly good year, they go out and make some major capital purchases—one of 
those $500 000 tractors or something like that—so that they can make a partial loss for the year to keep their tax 
managed, shall we say. A government obviously cannot do the same thing in the same way. The accrual accounting 
system has always had some question marks around it. I remember distinctly, as a member of the Public Accounts 
Committee, looking at the merger of the various accounting systems. When we merged the generally accepted 
accounting principles and the government finance statistics accounting systems, around 2007—someone might 
correct me if I have that wrong—it changed the accounting system to some degree. But management of the accrual 
accounting system has always been a little dicey in relation to government spending. Members should just bear in 
mind that, on a cash basis, we will lose $1.438 billion this financial year and we expect to lose $248 million next 
financial year, but that is the system that we are in. 
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Another thing concerns me at the beginning of the budget papers, with its estimates of government revenue and 
government expenditure. As members have said, total public sector net debt and general government net debt do 
not go down significantly in the forward years, so perhaps we will be looking at the iron ore boom to knock that 
down. General government sector net debt is predicted to be $27.7 billion at the end of 2019–20; it is currently 
$26.7 billion, so Hon Jim Chown is right—it will go up by about $1 billion in that period. Hopefully, from 2020–21, 
it is projected to decline, but only modestly. At a time when the government is predicting a budget surplus of a couple 
of billion dollars, it is also predicting very modest reductions in total general government net debt. Total public 
sector net debt, which includes all the government trading enterprises, also peaks at $36.97 billion in 2019–20, the 
next financial year, before modest declines. They look like they are going down by half a billion dollars a year. It 
would appear that the government has to this point not made a significant investment in debt reduction, but perhaps 
it is waiting for its little hidden bonus, going forward—or will that go to the next round of dodgy election 
commitments or dud election commitments? I will go through a few dud election commitments in a bit more detail 
as we progress through the budget papers. 

I draw members’ attention to page 11 of budget paper No 3. This is where Treasury gets to put forward some of 
its economic forecasts. Once again, some of these have been fairly modestly put together. The expectation is that 
the unemployment rate will go down from 6.25 per cent in 2018–19 to six per cent in 2019–20 and then effectively 
drop by a quarter of a percentage point in each successive forward year. Treasury does not have a crystal ball, so 
let us say that those numbers are optimistically derived. We would think that if the economy continues to show 
green shoots, as we say, that modest reduction in unemployment may well be a realistic figure. 

There are a couple of figures here that I think we need to look at a little askance. I was particularly interested to 
see predictions for dwelling investment, the second from top line item on that page. In 2017–18, dwelling 
investment dropped by 2.5 per cent. In 2018–19, the estimated actual dropped 1.75 per cent. Then in 2019–20, the 
prediction was minus 2.75 per cent before, in the 2020–21 budget year, it makes a heroic recovery to positive 
growth of 6.25 per cent. That is a net turnaround of nine per cent. It is a heroic turnaround in 2020–21 in growth 
in domestic housing, in dwelling investment. I would love to have a close look at that rose-coloured crystal ball, 
because I think they are immensely optimistic figures. They would indicate that the government is expecting 
another boom. I suggest that to have a domestic dwelling investment turnaround of nine per cent in a year means 
that the government has predicted perhaps even a bigger boom than the boom we had last time. I think that is an 
immensely heroic figure. I am intrigued to see whether that figure changes in years to come. 

Hon Jim Chown: How can a serious document such as a state budget make such a prediction? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The government’s crystal ball is either remarkably rose coloured, or it knows something 
we do not. 

Hon Jim Chown interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Hon Jim Chown, you know that interjections are unruly, and I am sure that you will have an 
opportunity to speak on this matter at a later stage. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: At a much later stage, Madam President, because we have a long way to go. We are 
just warming up. 

Those are immensely heroic figures. To get a reversal from 2019–20 to 2020–21, we must be looking at something 
pretty exciting in the housing sphere in the 2020 state budget, which will be 10 months out from the next state 
election. Spoiler alert! That is a year and a bit away, but there must surely be some significant investment. I note 
that both the Liberal and Labor Parties federally have proposed to support first home buyers with their loans. 
I suggest that in the state of Western Australia that is unlikely to turn around dwelling investment by nine per cent 
in that time. I do not think that will work. I suspect that there must be a fairly major budget announcement on 
dwellings coming in the Labor 2020 budget. Perhaps there will be a stamp duty reduction of some sort to make 
that happen; otherwise, I suspect that this will be something of a miracle. This will be pulling the dwelling rabbit 
out of the hat, as it were. 

Obviously, the issue here is not just having a bit of fun. The issue is that future economic health is set and managed 
in the forward estimates by these assumptions. These assumptions allow us to look at forward spending and think 
that we are going to have massive development in dwellings. That will bring in stamp duties et cetera and this will 
stimulate the state economy and have an impact on the budget. It is important. 

The next line item down, honourable members, is business investment. The actual growth in 2017–18 was 
0.2 per cent; the 2018–19 estimated actual is minus 10 per cent; the budget year estimate is plus six per cent 
growth, and then seven per cent and six per cent. Basically, from this year to next year, the government is 
predicting a 16 per cent turnaround in business investment. I know that the mining sector is doing reasonably well 
and certainly we have great hopes for oil and gas into the future. I suspect that iron ore production will continue 
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in similar volumes. My prediction is that for some months to come yet, it will be at a similar price. I would say 
business will be doing reasonably well. But the small number of businesses that in my mind will do very well—
such as iron ore, lithium, and oil and gas—although immensely important, cannot on their own do the heavy lifting 
to turn around business investment in this state in a year. This is another question for the minister. I am interested 
in how much of that business and growth investment will be attributed to smaller businesses and the old classic 
SMEs, if you will. A lot of small and medium-sized businesses are doing it fairly tough still. They are in an era of 
global uncertainty; potential trade wars linger on the horizon and wages growth has been small. A lot of people in 
those circumstances are not going out to spend all their hard-earned cash very quickly. They are concerned about 
maintaining their mortgage. A lot of people are falling backwards in trying to keep a roof over their heads. They 
are not the circumstances for major spending for the majority of households. I am interested to see where these 
heroic figures come from. In the same way that heroic optimistic predictions of dwelling investment impact on 
future budgets, business does even more so, because business pays all the various business taxes. On top of 
households that are building, businesses pay a tremendous amount. They pay payroll tax, more stamp duties and 
a whole pile of things. In my mind, business investment booming with a 16 per cent turnaround looks slightly 
optimistic. I am interested to see how the impact of that boils out. 

Members might remember that we looked at iron ore. On page 59 of budget paper No 3, we can see the parameter 
sensitivity of revenue estimates, including iron ore and payroll tax. For payroll tax there is a small recognition for 
a variability of plus/minus $38 million — 

For each 1% increase/decrease in taxable wages or employment growth … 

There are small reflections, but we do not know what an investment turnaround of 16 per cent in business 
investment or nine per cent in dwelling investment might look like if it does not eventuate. 

There is one thing that we can probably be fairly certain of in those figures. I invite members to look slightly 
further down page 11 at government investment, which shows that government investment is expected to grow. It 
contracted in 2017–18 with minus 1.8 per cent. It is growing at three per cent in the estimated actual and it will 
jump up to 10.5 per cent before running out after 2019–20. We can be fairly certain that government investment 
will do something like that, because the government is going to deliver some fairly major projects, and that is fine. 
The timing is central to the election cycle. We can be fairly certain about knowing that government investment 
takes some time. Perhaps some of that investment is not being delivered in the most efficient manner, but we know 
the expenditure will occur. Even though that number appears heroic with a shift of 7.5 per cent, given the projects 
in the budget, particularly in the metropolitan area and relating to transport, that figure can be taken with a degree 
of confidence. 

Before we get into some of the significantly interesting things within various departments, I ask: what do we have 
overall in this budget? This budget has taken a windfall from both iron ore and GST. The government has not 
significantly reduced debt, but it is predicting significant budget surpluses in future years that at this point remain 
unattributed and, if the iron ore price stays up, will be expanded by anything from a few hundred million to a billion 
and a half dollars in the not-too-distant future.  

I refer members to page 64 of budget paper No 3. This section looks at the risks on the other side—that is, spending 
risks. Obviously, some of those risks are significant. I draw members’ attention to the bottom of page 64, under 
the heading “Forrestfield–Airport Link Project”, which states — 

Contaminated soil is a risk to the approved budget of the Forrestfield-Airport Link … Spoil … from 
tunnelling has been found to contain minor concentrations of poly-fluoroalkyl substances. There is a risk 
that some of this spoil may be unable to be reused and instead must be disposed of in landfill at an 
additional cost to the project. 

I will go into that in some detail, probably in the transport section, particularly when addressing the Public Transport 
Authority, as I will when I look at the first dot point on page 66, “Synergy’s cost and demand outlook”. Synergy, 
in particular, is operating in a changing marketplace, and the government has not been particularly good at 
predicting what is going to happen in the energy marketplace. Again, I will address that in some detail, and 
I suspect that that will be best done when I get to that section of the budget papers. 

Let us begin our ramble through the budget papers as we look for things of interest and raise questions that we think 
require answers from government. I refer members to budget paper No 2, volume 1, page 35, which is something 
I found a little interesting. I am going to ramble my way through this process. This section relates to Parliament. 
I always like to see that in the budget papers the Legislative Council comes before the Legislative Assembly. I am 
sure that irritates the Treasurer every time he sees it. The budget estimates for the operations of this chamber 
change very little. The only real change is under the heading “Support the Committees of the Legislative Council”. 
If members look at table 2 on page 35, they will see that the total cost of services for 2017–18 increases from 
$3.23 million to $3.8 million in 2018–19. It stays at $3.8 million for 2018–19. The estimated actual for 2018–19 
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is $3.837 million and the budget estimate for 2019–20 is $4.582 million. That interests me, because on page 34—the 
previous page—the overall budget increases from $20.276 million to $21.106 million. The total Legislative Council 
budget is up by $830 000, which is not very much, and, of that increase, $745 000, or 91 per cent, goes to support 
for committees. The Legislative Council generally thinks that committee work is very important, but I make this 
point: if members are interested in the cost of putting on additional committees—we have had quite a number of 
them in recent months—that figure indicates that 91 per cent of the increase in the total budget for the Legislative 
Council reflects the work of committees. The majority of that increase—$647 000 of $745 000—ends up being 
for the wages of staff who support the committees; that is, the committee clerks, who do much of the actual labour 
and do a fantastic job. It behoves us to remember that by having additional committees with additional staff, it 
costs additional money. Unfortunately, for the rest of the operations of the Legislative Council, the largesse has 
been remarkably limited. Therefore, outside the growth in committees, nine per cent of the increase goes to the 
rest of the operations of the Legislative Council, and the increase—$830 000 out of $20 million—is quite modest. 
There is a cost to the budget of additional committees, and we need to be cautious. 

I refer to page 63 of budget paper No 2. I thought that this was interesting. There is a significant increase in the 
budget of the Department of the Premier and Cabinet. It goes from $128.8 million to $142.5 million, an increase 
of about 10.5 per cent, or $13.7 million over that $130 million or so. That is a significant increase. In the next 
budget estimate, the bulk of that increase—$8.2 million of that $13.7 million—is headed into the continuation of 
the Office of Digital Government. Investment of this sort sounds very nice—the Office of Digital Government. 
I remember a debate some years ago about trying to digitise government. It was called the Office of Shared Services. 
To be honest, I would not have called that a raging success. It was a very expensive process. As we enter the digital 
age, some of us, I guess, are dinosaurs, and we do that with a little bit of resistance, but the reality is that there will 
have to be an embracing of the digital era. Just be aware, members, that the expected increases and additional 
money for this particular project in the Department of the Premier and Cabinet are $8.2 million in 2019–20, and 
in the forward estimates are $9.17 million, $8.6 million and $8.7 million. I am sure, should Hon Tjorn Sibma 
remain in his role as shadow Minister for Government Accountability and Procurement, he will no doubt be 
watching this process with a great degree of enthusiasm, because it is a significant increase in the budget of the 
Department of the Premier and Cabinet. 

I suspect that Premier and Cabinet could also use a bit of a boost in the capacity of their advisers, but I want to do 
that in a little more detail when we get to the budget of the Environmental Protection Authority, which will take 
some time to get to. I note that that increase is largely associated with that process, but it is a little unusual. I know 
that the government will be keeping an eye on this. 

In the same table at the top of page 64 of budget paper No 2, volume 1, there is a line item titled “Operating Costs”. 
There is an increase of $3.263 million in the budget year and each year in the forward estimates for something 
called “Operating Costs”. Bear in mind that these things appear in that table under the heading “Ongoing Initiatives”. 
That in itself is interesting, because the estimated actual expenditure for the continuation of the Office of Digital 
Government is zero in the financial year we find ourselves in—2018–19. In the continuation of this program, zero 
has been spent to date. I am not sure how it is possible to continue a program on which zero has been spent. I think 
that it perhaps behoves a bit of an explanation on how this is an ongoing initiative. Maybe it was announced in the 
previous budget and nobody got around to starting it. 

I will also be very interested to know how $3.263 million of what is called “Operating Costs” on page 64 of the 
budget papers will be expended in the Department of the Premier and Cabinet. Apparently, it is also an ongoing 
initiative on which zero dollars were spent in the 2018–19 financial year. It is an ongoing initiative that has not 
started yet, but it is apparently called “Operating Costs”. What did the Department of the Premier and Cabinet 
operate on previously? Did it have no operating costs? Did everybody volunteer their time for free? It is an 
interesting expression. I would be interested to see what “Operating Costs” involves. Operating costs—I do not 
know; it could be anything. It could be a lot of sets of sandshoes or sneakers. It could be a lot of shoe polish. I do 
not know what that is. I would be interested to know what operating costs are in the Department of the Premier 
and Cabinet. 

The other question that I missed when talking about the line item “Continuation of the Office of Digital Government”, 
which has not expended anything to date, is whether it has an end point. It goes from $8.2 million to $9.2 million 
in each of the forward estimates. Does that go on ad nauseam after that or does this project have a beginning 
and an end? Once all the computers are put in place and all the operating systems are set up—we will not call it 
the Office of Shared Services; perhaps we will call it the office of digital government—does that have an end 
point, will it be subsumed into the general Premier and Cabinet budget or will it require future special line items 
in the Premier and Cabinet budget? That is an interesting process. There were another couple of significant 
investments in the Department of the Premier and Cabinet. I would be very intrigued to see how we will measure 
the result. There are basically two parts to the service summary. The first, part 3, “Government Policy 
Management—Whole-of-Government” was budgeted to spend $18.5 million this financial year. It has spent 
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$19.5 million. Next financial year it will be granted another $4 million, jumping up to $23.5 million. The second, 
“Government Policy Management—ICT” has jumped up from just under $7 million to $10.276 million—
a $3 million increase. In the next financial year, in particular, there is an extra $7 million in this process for 
government policy effectively—whole of government and ICT. Given the mechanics of government changes that 
this government has been involved with—the merger of departments; the reduction in the number of directors 
general; and the creation of super departments, if only we could find super ministers to potentially go with it—
I would have thought that by the 2019–20 budget year, the third budget, not a full year in the first one, of the 
McGowan government, we would be starting to reap some of the benefits of this whole-of-government 
management process. But it would appear that we need additional funding. There is an additional $7 million. 

When we come to whole of government, government policy management looks to be quite interesting. Its job is 
leadership and coordination of cross-agency solutions to complex issues. I will make a note of that, because later 
in my address I will come back to a very complex issue relating to contaminated soils. I am wondering how the 
leadership and cross-agency solutions are going. If that particular issue is anything to go by, perhaps $7 million 
pumped in the next financial year may not be enough for this government. It is also designed for “managing and 
coordinating government input into intergovernmental negotiations and advice on federal reform”. Given that the 
GST agreement is largely now in place, perhaps at the last minute and with a little top-up in February this year, it 
would appear that there is obviously still some work to do. I would have thought that debate about defence in 
particular might be useful. There is a significant increase in the amount of money available. I am keen to see how 
the government intends to spend it. The first thing it will do, by the look of it, is add an estimated 13 staff. I will 
be interested to see what those staff will be focused on. Surely if we know we will go from 78 FTEs to 91 FTEs 
in the budget year, we might have some indication of what that might be spent on. Again, I am certain that the 
shadow Minister for Government Accountability and Procurement will be watching these things with great 
enthusiasm over the next year as the budget year rolls out and those additional 13 staff in the Premier’s department 
are put on to something. They will not need to assist the Governor or anything because that is a separate budget. 
I am not sure what this additional staff allocation will do. 

In terms of government policy management and, I suspect, the leadership and coordination of cross-agency 
solutions, I suspect that the government may have found some landmines that might need correcting. I guess a year 
before an election year is the right time to fix some of those landmines. Could the government tell us at some point 
where it expects that additional revenue to go, and the outcomes? We would like to be able to measure these 
outcomes. There is no point putting an extra $7 million into government management and leadership if we cannot 
measure it at the other end. It makes no difference to the delivery or outcome of something if we have just put 
$7 million into nothing. We need to see how we can measure that increase in expenditure in some way, shape or 
form. We cannot do that by simply looking at the budget papers. It has the usual components in there. Some of it will 
be going into initiatives such as the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, and that 
might be useful. It would be particularly useful to have a breakdown of that—in particular, “Government Policy 
Management—ICT”. According to page 68 of the budget papers, it represents “increased commitment towards the 
digital transformation of the Western Australian public sector”. As I said, we have tried that before. Perhaps this 
one will be more successful. Let us give it a chance and have a look. 

I note with some interest that on page 76 of budget paper No 2, volume 1, we jump from the Department of the Premier 
and Cabinet to the Public Sector Commission. It occurred to me that the new initiative “Governance Review—
North Metropolitan Health Service” has an estimated actual budget of $208 000 for the 2018–19 financial year 
and nothing going forward. Given that there is nothing going forward, can we assume that the governance review 
into the North Metropolitan Health Service will be completed this financial year, reports will be out, no further 
action will be required, and there will be no further impost? Perhaps the government is suggesting that all that will 
be absorbed by the Health budget, in which case that is fine. We would not mind seeing where that comes from. 

Within the Public Sector Commission, the service summary has a designated line item, “Public Sector Leadership”. 
Public sector leadership is an issue that is described in the budget papers as a service that “develops and supports 
current and future leaders and builds the capacity of the public sector workforce”. That is not an inconsiderable 
budget. The estimated actual for the current financial year was $10 million, and is slightly more in the budget at 
$10.5 million. The number of full-time equivalent employees will apparently move from 31 to 43, so an extra 
12 FTEs. I would be interested to see how the key performance indicators are measured. I note that in the budget 
papers there is a variance between the 2018–19 budget and 2018–19 estimated actual, which is a significant 
amount. It is nearly $4 million and is primarily due to a realignment of resources between services. The provision 
seems to focus on diversity, culture and talent initiatives, but effectively we are spending $10.5 million on some 
sort of program for leadership in the public service. I am interested to know how we measure the effectiveness of 
that. That is not to say that the expenditure is not reasonable—it might even be inadequate—but if we cannot 
measure it, it becomes very, very interesting. 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Tuesday, 14 May 2019] 

 p3139d-3156a 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas 

 [10] 

Whilst we are on the Public Sector Commission, “Oversight and Reporting” on page 79 of the Budget Statements 
lists efficiency indicators. This is one of the measures of this particular section, because this is the area that 
progresses changes to legislation. The average cost per hour for addressing legislative and policy development 
was $69 in the 2018–19 budget and it jumped in the estimated actual to $113, which the government has put down 
to one-off income received from the Department of Health to fund the review of the North Metropolitan Health 
Service. That, again, takes me back to whether that process is now finalised. It was obviously an expensive process. 
It ultimately cost the health department significantly. It was transferred to the Public Sector Commission. Is it 
finalised, is it finished and is it at the end of the process? I would be interested to see how reform occurs in the 
North Metropolitan Health Service. Again, I am sure that members of the opposition from the North Metropolitan 
Region will be watching this very carefully. 

I jump to page 101 of the Budget Statements to what I think is a particularly interesting component. I have to say 
I love it. It is the Salaries and Allowances Tribunal. I have a few issues with the Salaries and Allowances Tribunal. 
As I have said previously, I went through an audit of the Australian Taxation Office for my last financial year. In 
my view, the way that the Salaries and Allowances Tribunal reflects income and expenditure of Parliament lends 
itself to getting under the skin of the ATO, which has the job of working out whether we are legitimately using our 
allowances in an appropriate manner. I can tell members that even when we try to do the right thing, an ATO audit 
is always a nerve-racking experience. I am sure Hon Diane Evers has seen this in action! An audit is always a fairly 
scary experience. Even if we try to do the right thing, it can be a bit overwhelming at times. Having worked in the 
federal sphere in a previous life, I have assisted a number of people with tax issues over time. The reason the audit 
occurred is that instead of a member’s salary being apportioned in one area and allowances being attributed, 
measured and recorded separately, in the electronic version of our end-of-financial-year statement as presented to 
the ATO, we discover that the ATO is effectively told that we received the combination of our salary and 
allowances as income. We must therefore adequately account for any expenditure we make. The argument might 
be that a lot of businesses have to do that anyway, and that is exactly right, they do, but unless someone happens to 
be a member of Parliament who has registered an ABN or perhaps incorporated themselves—as “Aaron Stonehouse 
Pty Ltd” potentially has!—the reality is that the way in which it is reported and we are effectively assessed is as 
what we would call a sole trader. If a member does not have a business, they are effectively an individual who is 
deemed to have an income combined of their salary and allowances, and they claim everything they have expended 
from their allowances. I can tell members that it is a complicated process. It took me a week to scan and email to 
the ATO thousands of tax receipts, and it was an immensely painful task. 

The Australian tax system is designated as a consumer system, so we put in what we think is right. We are measured 
to some degree on trust, and, generally speaking, if we fall outside the parameters of what is generally expected, 
we hit one of those flags that the ATO likes to put on, and, when that occurs, we are likely to be audited. The 
allowances for members of Parliament in Western Australia, particularly those who have very large electorates, 
may exceed their salaries or at least come approximately equal to it. I am thinking, for example, of the Mining and 
Pastoral Region, which has large allowances on the basis that it is an enormous electorate to cover. If that is the 
case, before the eyes of the ATO, a member of Parliament is reflected as having earned twice as much as their 
base salary. The base salary of an MP is $150 000—let us use round numbers. If they have about the same in 
allowances, which members representing some of the large electorates do, the ATO gets the impression that their 
income is $300 000 and they are claiming $150 000 in tax deductions. Remember, when someone running 
a business who has an ABN or is an incorporated body, or their accountant, fills in their tax return along the 
business model, obviously the ATO recognises that their revenue is not their income, and most businesses’ actual 
profit margin is a percentage of that income. For many years in business, we looked for what we called a hurdle 
rate—that is, the estimated rate of return—of around 15 per cent of capital, and a lot of people would have a profit 
rate in the 10 per cent margin of turnover. I can say that applies to an enormous number of businesses, particularly 
small businesses. Small businesses turning over a couple of hundred thousand dollars in total were not taking 
a couple of hundred thousand dollars home; their turnover was reflective of an income at around 10 per cent of 
that. It is pretty tough in small business; it is hard yards. Under the ruling of the Salaries and Allowances Tribunal, 
the ATO gets the impression that a member of Parliament has earned twice as much and they have to claim their 
allowances back as an expense. In 2017–18, I successfully did so. I understand that 2017–18 was the first year in 
which this was applied. I quite proudly have the letter displayed in my office to say that the ATO has examined my 
tax records and decided not to change my return. We always expect to have an argument about the last little percentage 
of things, about which we think we are right, but would not be surprised if the ATO says we have made a mistake. 
If anyone has the tax act memorised, they are doing better than me. The tax act started as a very small document 
many, many years ago, but now probably takes up a shelf three-quarters of the width of the Legislative Council. 
It is a massive piece of legislation, because people get very good at hiding tax. 

Having been through an audit and given a clean slate by the ATO, I think the interesting thing is that that process, 
starting from the 2017–18 financial year, has not increased oversight or accountability of the way we expend our 
dollars. If a member of the public was interested in how members of Parliament manage their expenditure and 
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allowances, there is effectively no mechanism for them to do so. In the old days when I was in the place that shall 
not be named, the process of allowances was much more open. The accountability of how we expend has been 
reduced and, at the same time, the ATO is the only arbiter of parliamentary members’ expenditure. I would suggest 
that if the same applied to jurisdictions across the nation, the ATO would be bogged down doing an enormous 
number of audits. We would be like local government in that every year a certain percentage of parliamentarians 
would go through an audit process. I do not know; maybe some members of Parliament are hiding are few things 
and that has been picked up, but I suspect that most members of Parliament are doing the honest thing for the most 
part and that the reward for effort for the ATO would be very small. The Salaries and Allowances Tribunal’s 
accounting mechanism has not made life any easier for members of Parliament and it has certainly provided the 
people of Western Australia with less accountability, not more. It is not a positive direction to go in at all. 
Another thing is how we measure the effectiveness of the Salaries and Allowances Tribunal. As I said, I looked at 
this and thought, “I don’t think that particular component has been successful.” I absolutely love this. For those 
who are interested, I turn to outcomes and key effectiveness indicators on page 101 of the budget papers. The first 
outcome is quantity of determinations and reports, which is the number of reports SAT has done. The actual figure 
was 45 and it has budgeted for 40 in the current financial year. The number drops to 30 for the estimated actual 
and the budget target. The next three are great—absolutely great. The first is tribunal satisfaction with the quality 
of service provided. Guess what? The tribunal was surveyed and said that its quality of service is 100 per cent. 
The second is tribunal satisfaction with timeliness of service provided, which is 100 per cent all the way through. 
The last one is the extent to which the tribunal is satisfied with support services provided, and it is 100 per cent. 
How do we measure the effectiveness of the Salaries and Allowances Tribunal? We ask it if it is happy! Guess 
what? It is 100 per cent happy. It would not like anything to change much at all, thank you very much. 
Hon Darren West: Your colleagues aren’t very happy—none of them are here. You’ve driven them out. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: No, they all have very important things to do, honourable member. I note that it is 
quite unparliamentary to mention members’ absence from the chamber but I can tell Hon Darren West that in the 
lead-up to budget contributions, opposition members pour over the budget papers — 
Hon Sue Ellery: Desperately trying to find something negative! 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: There are plenty of negative bits. 
Several members interjected. 
The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Order! Hon Dr Steve Thomas is trying to conclude his opening remarks. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Thank you for your protection, Mr Acting President. There is a while to go before I get 
to the end to my opening remarks so I will press on. 
I find it hilarious that the tribunal is 100 per cent satisfied and that that is the key by which we check the 
management of the Salaries and Allowances Tribunal. That one will probably take a bit of a beating, I suspect. 
Let us move on. The next part I want to address is the administered accounts of Treasury. I will make a few general 
comments about this before I go through the budget papers in more detail. I refer members to page 139 and note 
that the Synergy subsidy is dropping. The budget for the 2019–20 financial year is $129 942 000, which is down 
from $243 million in 2017–18, and it is expected to drop to under $100 million by the end of the forward estimates. 
At the same time, there is not much change in the Public Transport Authority, which was $812 million in 2017–18 
and budgeted at $872 million. That is an example of cost reflectivity and the cost recovery agenda of the previous 
government and this government gradually working. 
I refer to the royalties for regions budget, which can be found on page 141. I want to go into that in a fair bit of 
detail when we get to the back end of budget paper No 3, because we will end up having to go through that issue 
by issue, I suspect. On page 141, explanation (e) reads — 

Appropriations to the Royalties for Regions Special Purpose Account are split between payments for 
recurrent and capital purposes … 

The previous government did the same thing in breaking up capital and recurrent expenditure in the royalties for 
regions budget, and that will be incredibly important. Members will be pleased to know that I have charted that so 
that when I reach the royalties for regions budget, I will look in more detail at how much of the royalties for regions 
budget has traditionally been spent on capital works—that is, the building of infrastructure—how much has 
effectively gone into service provision, which is wages, and how much has been transferred. I will look at that in 
a lot more detail going forward. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You do understand that the entire Department of Regional Development ended up 
being funded under RforR? 
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Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, I do realise that, minister, and when we get to that discussion, I guarantee the 
minister that there will be no cheap shot, because there is a continuing of past trends. But I do not want to rush 
into putting those charts down before we go through it in more detail. 

I was particularly pleased to see on page 142 that money has been set aside for the government’s energy 
transformation strategy, a bit of detail of which is given on page 145. There is $2.6 million in 2019–20, 
$2.7 million the year after and $1.39 million in 2021–22, which is a total of $6.7 million to develop the strategy 
over three financial years. I note that it will not end until after the next state election, but I am sure that that is just 
sheer coincidence. I refer to page 145 and the energy transformation strategy and the energy policy. This is 
something for which I have considerable passion and something that I will spend a bit of time talking about, 
because we will see significant change in the energy profile in Western Australia. This is particularly important 
for those members of the South West Region, because the historical basis of coal-fired production in the south 
west, particularly in Collie, will change in time. It was going to change irrespective of who was in power. 
Significant change was on its way. We need that crystal ball that Treasury so conveniently uses and colours a bit 
rosy. It will be much harder to do with an energy strategy going forward. I have debated this with the Minister for 
Environment before; indeed, we have had significant debates in this chamber about what the energy profile will 
look like in the future. The Minister for Environment and I have similar views in that we both believe that the 
growth of renewables will be significant and that the impact of that growth will be significant. However, in a debate 
in 2017, the minister and I differed on where we thought that growth should be encouraged. 

I will sum up that particular debate this way. The minister seemed to be of the view that large-scale renewable 
energy projects would see significant growth and that should be the focus of government. I remain of the view 
that multiple small-scale and even micro-to-the-point-of-rooftop photovoltaic projects in particular, are what 
we need to not only look to manage but also accept as the inevitable outcome of the energy cycle we find 
ourselves in. It is absolutely a fact, and growth has continued. Since that debate, Western Australia’s peak 
capacity of rooftop solar has gone from a bit over 800 megawatts a couple of years ago to approximately 
1 000 megawatts. It has been the most significant growth. At 1 000 megawatts, it is now more than 25 per cent, 
or over a quarter, of peak demand in Western Australia. This is a major growth sector. As much as, I guess, 
parties with an eye to growth in renewables like to talk about wind and solar farms, the reality is that we need 
to embrace something more of the German model of solar production, which is very much individualistically 
based. This is a right-wing agenda as much as it is a left-wing agenda. It absolutely is, because the right-wing 
agenda is for individual freedom and individual pursuit. We are not focused on the collective; we are focused 
on the individual. The individual’s capacity to generate sufficient power to be independent has to be the focus 
of policy going forward. 
There have been a few moves by the government. In announcing the energy transformation strategy, the Minister for 
Energy talked about some of the issues that will be critical to energy policy going forward. The first of those is, of 
course, that as we add massive capacity onto particularly rooftop solar, we need to have the energy infrastructure 
in transmission to manage it. That is absolutely essential. In my view, smart transformers will be an essential part 
of going onto the grid into the future. I have an idea that at some point in the not-too-distant future it will be more 
economic for somebody to attach solar renewable and storage electrical supply to their house than it will be to link 
into the south west integrated system through Western Power. I do not think we are too far away from that at the 
moment. If people want to put a five to 10-kilowatt system on the roof—at the moment most people seem to be 
restricted to about five or perhaps slightly more—and they have the capacity to store that for almost the whole 
year, effectively, they will be able to manage their energy demands. That is not unusual. The government, bless it, 
is investing in experimental models of this around Western Australia as we speak. The time is coming when that 
will be economic. 

I will look at my situation. I have a fairly high power bill because I have a lot of daughters who use a lot of energy, 
so by my estimation, my power bill is between $5 000 and $6 000 a year, which I think is fairly high, but we also 
run pumps and bores and bits and pieces. Let us say we start with a five-kilowatt system on the roof, which I think 
we can install for probably $4 000 to $5 000. Storage is the issue at the moment. A reliable lithium battery storage 
component currently costs in the low to mid $20 000s—$23 000 or $24 000. It is probably not too far away from 
$20 000. In the not-too-distant future, we will be looking at a $25 000 unit to supply the energy we need. If my 
bill is $5 000-plus a year, after five years, my energy processes will be basically free. This will come. I think the 
greatest part of our job in relation to energy transformation is to simply recognise what is coming. Let us have 
a gaze at that crystal ball and recognise what is coming and simply prepare for it. 
Hon Diane Evers: Many people are already there. You have missed it. You’re still waiting. That happened years ago. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: On an individual basis, the member is absolutely right; there are individuals who are 
independent from the grid. I knew people who did that 30 years ago, but 30 years ago, it was not a particularly 
economic or reliable system. It is much closer now. I think that should be the ultimate goal. Whether we end up 
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being independent, the capacity to produce at least as much energy as we require is the critical goal that people 
will embrace, particularly based on cost. 

That obviously is a problem for the distribution component because distribution will become a very expensive part 
of energy supply. If we start to do that, people who will not or cannot jump onto that system of producing their 
own energy will suddenly have to bear an enormous component of the price. In budget estimates a couple of years 
ago, I asked whether there was any plan for Western Power to put in a price restriction for people getting off the 
system. I was pleased to see that at this point Western Power does not have that intent. What will the government 
do when we move from approximately 1 000 megawatts of rooftop solar capacity to 2 000 megawatts, given our 
peak demand is about 3 700 megawatts at the moment, and more than half the energy required in Western Australia 
is being produced on rooftops? When people are interested in going down the photovoltaic path to reduce their 
own power bills, why would we legislate to prevent them? The only reason we would do so is that, basically, the 
price of Western Power would be gutted. As I said in my first budget debate contribution, the most important 
reason I supported the sale of Western Power was not the price I thought would be received for it. I got into 
arguments with several people about whether $11 billion would have bought 51 per cent. I had some question 
marks about that. However, I suspect that even now, two years later, the price has significantly declined. I suggest 
that if we wait another two years, the price will decline again. 

Hon Diane Evers: And no-one would have purchased it without some sort of controls that they were going to get 
guaranteed income. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is the hard bit, of course; the honourable member is right. If we were going to 
sell, we could put in “buyer beware” and throw in a bridge! We might put Sydney Harbour Bridge into the sale 
and we never know what we will get! Somebody paid $750 million, theoretically, for Griffin Coal, which I had 
valued on the back of an envelope at about one-sixth of that. We never know; every now and again somebody 
comes along and pays a price that we think is entirely optimistic. What did Kerry Packer say? We can get only one 
Alan Bond once in a lifetime. We would be holding out for the equivalent sale of Western Power. 

However, there is an issue in this transformation of energy, in that if we accept the reality of the growth of PV, it 
will not abate; in fact, it may even accelerate. This is purely micro PV at the individual unit level. If we accept 
that, we accept that the system will change significantly. We need to have a discussion about and a realistic look 
at what a 20 per cent renewable energy target is, because people have the assumption that in the state of 
Western Australia, if our average demand is a bit under 3 000-odd megawatts, 20 per cent of that each day is being 
produced by renewable energy—but that is not the case. The government will claim a 20 per cent renewable energy 
target success by having 20 per cent capacity—that is, 20 per cent of nameplate energy that might possibly come 
from renewable energy. That means that if we have a total capacity of, say, 4 000 megawatts, with peak demand 
of about 3 700 megawatts, bearing in mind that we can supply a bit over 4 000 at the moment and we have capacity 
of 800 megawatts in renewable energy, in nameplate, that is one-fifth of total demand; therefore, in theory, we 
would make a 20 per cent renewable energy target. 

The reality is that I usually work on a round figure of 50 per cent capacity in actual production, so the 20 per cent 
figure drops to about 10 per cent in actual energy produced. That is approximately right. Not that long ago, the figure 
was nine-point-something per cent of Western Australia’s energy coming from renewable sources. The renewable 
energy target is lumpy, and that is probably appropriate. Tasmania, in particular, with its hydroelectricity, and 
other places, has a greater capacity to produce from renewable sources, so if it is closer to 100 per cent renewable 
energy—good luck to it —it balances out other parts. We need to accept that there is significant change to the 
energy system of Western Australia, and we will see changes in fuels. 

One of the difficult questions is: what happens to the town of Collie, the traditional supplier of coal energy in 
Western Australia? The answer is that the system will change significantly, and not because the new Minister for 
Energy and the federal opposition leader—B1 and B2—have decided between them on a 50 per cent renewable 
energy target. Collie will change significantly because the cost of the coal around Collie has altered dramatically. 
This is before the B1 and B2 effect is put on. Collie will change because the cost of producing that coal and the 
price received for that coal have altered significantly. In 2007 or 2008, the then Labor Premier, Alan Carpenter, 
announced to the Parliament that the new long-term purchase price of coal had been dropped from $66 a tonne 
to just over $30 a tonne. I still cannot understand why anybody suggested that $30 a tonne in those coalfields 
was an economic proposition. I do not understand why any company would suggest that it would cut its 
operating cost that much. Operating costs were higher than that, at that point. It was heroically optimistic to 
suggest that coal companies could get down to a production cost of $30 a tonne. Of course it did not happen, so 
subsidies had to be worked out by the government to build it back up to $42 a tonne, which is about the cost of 
production. It has changed, because the easy coal has largely gone. The days when we used to take off a couple 
of metres of soil to reach a one-metre coal seam—strip ratios of two or three to one—are long gone. Strip ratios 
now are up to 12 to 14 to one. It is an immensely difficult and problematic process, because the cheap coal has 
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been taken. Moving out towards Wilga, where the new coal seams are, means setting up an entirely new 
industry. If a new coal seam 40 to 50 kilometres away is to be tapped, a new transportation system has to be 
worked out, which adds additional costs. All that becomes incredibly important in working out where energy is 
going to go into the future. 

I have been to a couple of union meetings in Collie this year. I suspect I might be the first Liberal to speak at one 
for a long time. It was interesting to hear, first, the new Minister for Energy tell the people of Collie that there 
would be no new coal-fired power stations, which is what he did. Looking at the economics, I would have to agree 
that it is probably pretty unlikely. Hon Bill Johnston told the people of Collie that a gas-fired power station would 
make its money back in six or seven years, but for coal it could be three times that. He basically said that economics 
would drive Collie into an unfortunate position. Even though nobody wants to hear it, that is the reality. The second 
part was the Minister for Regional Development, who came to Collie only a couple of months ago and told the 
crowd that they could expect significant closures of coal-fired assets in six or seven years. To me, that has to mean 
that she was talking about Muja C and D, the bigger, older units in Collie. Theoretically, they have a nameplate of 
a bit above 200 megawatts each peak capacity; 204 is a pretty safe number to use. There is nearly 820 megawatts 
of capacity there, if the units are running at full capacity. However, they are struggling because, despite its age, 
the biggest issue that the power station has is that it is being used less as a baseload power station and more as 
a peak-load power station. Coal-fired power stations are not designed for that. They are not designed to go up to 
80 per cent capacity, then drop to 20 per cent capacity, then go up to 50 per cent or 100 per cent, and then drop 
back down to nothing. That kills coal-fired power stations. They are designed to have a constant intake of coal, 
and a fairly constant output. A coal-fired power station can be run at 80 per cent capacity and be made to last 
a very long time. When it is pushed up and pushed down, it has problems. 

I never worked out which was B1 and which was B2, but I will work that out some time. I think that the state 
Minister for Energy introduced a 50 per cent renewable energy target before the 2017 election, before the federal 
Leader of the Opposition, so I will call the state minister B1 for the time being. When he went to Collie in January, 
he said that he had just been to look at Muja power station. Of the four big units that still operate, two were 
switched off and two were running at 50 per cent capacity. It takes days to turn off and switch on those big power 
station units; it is a very slow, complicated process, and it does not do them any good. For the Minister for Energy 
to go to Collie and say that there will be no new coal-fired power stations, and that when he visited on that day, 
they were running at 200 megawatts out of a total capacity of 800 megawatts—effectively 25 per cent—to me 
suggests exactly what the problem is. I think the people who turned out to that first meeting understood exactly 
what the government was saying. It took some courage for the Minister for Regional Development to go a couple 
of months later and effectively say that this is where we are headed. 

I give both ministers their due. Neither of them suggested an outcome that was not realistic, but it is an issue for 
Collie to measure how it will go into the future, particularly in view of where the energy system is going. Collie 
absolutely needs support. The good part about the second meeting in March this year, with the Minister for 
Regional Development, was that a range of parliamentary parties were represented, and everybody was of a fairly 
unified view of what would need to occur, and that Collie would need some significant investment. That is not to 
say that there will not be significant downturns, because there will be. The government has suggested that Muja 
probably has six or seven years of life in it. I suspect that those units would be closed down one at a time. As major 
maintenance starts to be required, those units would start to be knocked out. The government seemed to suggest 
six or seven years, but I would suggest that that could probably be taken out to closer to 10 years. If a major unit 
was taken down every two or two and a half years, we get that bit further out. As a result of that, it is also true that 
we would still need to replace some baseload power, because we cannot rely on the renewable system at this stage 
to take over that baseload energy system. We cannot expect solar and wind to be reliably providing the baseload 
power at night or when the wind does not blow.  

Certainly, demand peaks when solar is still producing highly in midafternoon, particularly if we look at air conditioner 
use, but there will be times when it is not adequate, so I suspect that within the next eight years we will be looking 
at a new baseload station. I would suggest that, given the current gas prices, there is every chance the government 
is negotiating with domestic producers for a gas station north of Perth to tap into the Bunbury to Dampier gas 
pipeline, if it does not get more resources in the lower end of the Canning Basin. I would suggest that a 400-megawatt 
gas plant will be the inevitable outcome of this energy transformation strategy. Accepting that we are going to 
have a significant increase in renewables, we then have to work our way through the technology required to 
manage demand and supply out of that with the baseload we have. Collie A power station will continue for some 
time, and we have Bluewaters power station; the first unit supplies directly to Boddington goldmine and the second 
provides power to the system. That is not to say that those power stations—Collie and Bluewaters—do not have 
significant maintenance issues; they do. Again, this is because the use of those power stations gets pushed up and 
down, in the same way that Muja gets pushed up and down, depending on demand. The maintenance situation and 
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longevity of those power stations is being significantly impacted upon. There will come a time when that will have 
to be addressed in far more detail. It is my view that the coalfields will need to be significantly supported. 

Prior to the last election, the now government announced a couple of dud, thought-bubble commitments for Collie, 
including a solar farm and a biomass plant. I spent two years in this place saying that I thought those projects were 
undeliverable, would not benefit the town of Collie and would not fit into the energy system in Western Australia, 
and I stand by those comments. I was pleased to see the government recently announce that it had dumped both those 
projects and, in theory, had not taken that money away but had put it into a new fund to grow Collie—the industry and 
attraction development fund. On 2 May, the government unveiled a $60 million fund to grow the economy and create 
jobs in Collie. I thought that was good, because as I have suggested in every budget speech I have made in this place 
during this term, these things do not work. On 21 March this year, I asked the Minister for Regional Development — 

I refer to the McGowan government’s 2017 election commitment for a $30 million Collie solar farm. 
(1) Will the solar farm project in Collie be continuing? 

I also asked whether any solar resource assessment had been conducted, where it would be, and how many people 
would be employed. The minister replied — 

(1)–(2) A pre-feasibility study on the potential for a solar farm has been completed. The results of the 
study are still under consideration by government. 

That was on 21 March. I asked a very similar question on 21 February. I asked whether the pre-feasibility study 
had been completed; the minister answered yes. I asked whether the minister would table it, and the minister’s 
answer was — 

(1) Not at this time. The results of the study are still under consideration by government. 
It was completed before 21 February 2019 and was being considered at that point. One month later, on 21 March, 
it was still being considered, according to the government. Members should just remember that date: 21 March, 
when the government said it was thinking about whether or not it was going to build that solar farm. 
On 28 March, the Premier and the Minister for Emergency Services announced that Collie was to be the home of 
a multipurpose bushfire management facility, and I have the press release. This was some investment in Collie, 
and I absolutely thought it would be of benefit. It is an $8 million facility, largely for teaching emergency driver 
training and also to have an incident control centre. I note that there is some funding in the budget for its ongoing 
operation. Some very welcome comments were made by the Premier, the Minister for Emergency Services and 
the local member, Hon Mick Murray, member for Collie–Preston. It was a job-creating announcement, which was 
quite fine and I think we were quite supportive of it at the time. I think I made some nice, supportive comments 
on it at the time. 
On Wednesday, 24 April—nearly a month later—there was another press release about Collie, which again was 
a good one. It states — 

The McGowan Government will deliver the $10 million Collie Adventure Trails initiative — 
Basically, it is putting walk and bike trails around the town of Collie, through Wellington National Park in the 
local environmental community. I think all those things are very worthy. What is missing from both these media 
releases is: where is the money coming from? On 28 March and 24 April, a total of $18 million was identified for 
expenditure, and in in both cases I think it is worthy expenditure. One therefore makes the assumption—certainly 
with the bushfire management facility—that this money would come from the Department of Fire and Emergency 
Services. Of course, we know that the Minister for Regional Development, with the royalties for regions budget, 
is also the minister for dud election commitments in regional areas, so maybe it is possible that the money is 
coming from somewhere in the royalties for regions budget. I was interested to know. 
On 2 May the government finally decided and announced that it would scrap two dud election commitments, each 
worth $30 million, for Collie. The media release has the great heading — 

$60 million fund unveiled to grow economy and create jobs in Collie 
I love this line — 

The State Budget will include $60 million for the fund. This funding was previously earmarked to 
establish a biomass energy plant and a solar farm in Collie. 

The duds were dumped, and that is a good outcome. One would think that the minister for dud regional election 
commitments has finally thought, “Well, we’ve been considering this solar farm since 21 March”. The pre-feasibility 
study was still under consideration on 21 March, and by 2 May it had been dumped, which is fantastic. We see the 
money on page 183 of budget paper No 3, under the heading “Royalties for Regions Expenditure”. Collie 
adventure trails is funded for $10 million and the multipurpose facility in Collie, $8 million. Further down that 
page, the Collie industry attraction and development fund is funded for $42 million, not $60 million; it is 
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$60 million minus $18 million. The money for the Collie adventure trails, the walk trails and bike paths, and the 
multipurpose Department of Fire and Emergency Services facility in Collie is coming out of the dud election 
commitments and what was then a $60 million fund. I think the government has been incredibly duplicitous in this 
process. When I look at the first of these media releases, which is dated 28 March 2019 and titled “Collie to be 
home to multipurpose bushfire facility”, I do not see anywhere a comment that the government is funding this 
project out of the money we have taken by dumping two dud election commitments. It does not mention where 
the funding is coming from. On 28 March, one week after the Minister for Regional Development said that the 
government was still considering the feasibility study for the solar farm, it is funded. I assume that the budget 
decision had been made at that point that it would be funded by dumping the two dud election commitment projects. 

A media release of Wednesday, 24 April, refers to $10 million for walk and bicycle paths. I do not see where in 
that press release it says, “Oh, by the way, this is being funded with the money made available by dumping two dud 
election commitments.” There is no comment about where the funding has come from. If the election commitments 
were dumped to fund these events, why was the announcement to dump the duds and form a $60 million fund held 
off to 2 May? The press release of 2 May states — 

An initiative supported through the fund is the $10 million Collie Adventure Trails plan to establish Collie 
as Western Australia’s premier ‘trail adventure town’ … 

I agree with that. I have not heard any member of any party in the Parliament of Western Australia say that it was 
a dud idea. I think it is quite a reasonable idea. I do not mind a bit of exercise through the forest myself, but why 
did the Labor Party see fit to hide where the funding came from until after the announcements had been made? 
Where was the open and accountable process? Surely, if we believe in an adequate budget process, we need to 
identify where the funding is coming from. I presume that the government knew where the funding was coming 
from—the dumping of these dud election commitments. Maybe we would have reacted a bit differently. When the 
announcement was made about the walk and bike trails and the bushfire multipurpose facility, we might have 
asked some serious questions about where the funding was coming from if we had known they were coming from 
dumped election commitments. 

We could have debated whether this was the best use of the so-called $60 million industry attraction and development 
fund. Is a training centre for emergency service volunteers an industry attraction? Maybe. It is a bit of a long bow, 
perhaps, but when the government announced this $60 million fund, it was not a $60 million fund available for people 
to talk about. If my memory serves me correctly, when the Minister for Regional Development came to Collie, she 
directly mentioned the $60 million fund to invest, but at that point it was not a $60 million fund. It was a $42 million 
fund, because the government had already surreptitiously invested $18 million in things that it wanted to do. Those 
things are not necessarily bad, but it is that sneaky misleading way that the government presents itself that needs 
to be addressed by the Legislative Council, because that is the only place in which it can be addressed. I cannot 
imagine the Legislative Assembly holding the government to account for anything. The Legislative Council has 
to hold the government to account and this was, in my view, a sneaky and underhanded way to do this. 

These election commitments were one-third appointed to specific expenditure before the industry fund was even 
announced. Were the people of Collie consulted at any point about whether this was the best investment of the 
$60 million from the Collie industry attraction fund? It is potentially not a bad investment but was it the best 
investment or was it merely a convenient investment for the government, which at some point had to put some 
facilities in to driver training into the south West region for emergency service personnel anyway? If that is the 
case, the government has managed to very carefully manipulate this to slide another $8 million of investment back 
out to, effectively, the Minister for Regional Development. The minister for dud election commitments becomes 
the minister for government sleight of hand. I do not know that the Minister for Regional Development ended up 
with anything to do with that. This is an announcement by the Premier. I think this is the Premier’s sleight of hand. 

This money should have been announced in a proper and accountable process; that is, it should have been announced 
that the original projects were removed, as I agree they should have been removed. That money should have then 
been announced. The 2 May press release should have been the first press release out, because the Premier was giving 
money out of a budget that did not exist to projects that he anointed in the region. I can tell members that this is the 
Premier’s issue. Guess whose face is at the top of each of these media releases? It is the Premier of Western Australia. 
The Premier announced the $10 million investment in walk and bike trails. The Premier announced the 
multipurpose bushfire facility. After all that money had been expended, the Premier announced the industry 
attraction and development fund that was going to fund them. I think that this Premier has a problem with being 
open and accountable. It makes absolutely no sense to me that that is the order in which these things were done. 

I think it is important that these things were removed and that better projects were found. There is no doubt in my 
mind that the projects we have ended up with are better than the completely dud election commitments that we were 
given in 2017. However, that does not excuse the government and the Premier in particular from not being open and 
accountable. It is not good enough to put out a press release at the end to say, “Oh, by the way, the things we 
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announced a month ago, or more, have all come from the scrapping of these projects.” It is not okay. That is not open 
and accountable government. That is doing things quietly and duplicitously. This Premier, in my view, is developing 
a reputation for doing exactly those things. I think that it is appropriate that the original projects were scrapped. They 
were not going to contribute to the energy situation in Western Australia. The way that it was done and the duplicitous 
way that it was managed I think was an embarrassment and I think that should have been done very, very differently. 

Energy policy will have a significant impact on Collie and significant change will occur. Some of those 
investments are reasonable. I would like to see other investments in Collie, particularly in natural resources. 
I spoke about this at the meeting that the Minister for Regional Development, Hon Colin Tincknell and I all 
attended. Collie has enormous potential in Stockton Lake, Black Diamond Lake and Wellington Dam. I agree that 
the speedboats should be removed off Wellington Dam and they should be focused on Glen Mervyn and Stockton 
in particular and maybe at some point Lake Kepwari.  

I note that some money is floating around to try to get Lake Kepwari opened to the public. It is a vexed issue, in 
particular given the liability relating to acid and heavy metals that sit in that lake. It will be a good project if we 
can get it to that point. The member for Collie–Preston was immensely optimistic during the election campaign 
when he announced that he would get Lake Kepwari open within six months of winning government. That was 
a while ago now, and Lake Kepwari is not yet open to the public. It might be in the next year or it might not. There 
is a liability issue to be addressed, as there always has been, before the transfer of title, and then the government 
takes over. Quite rightly, the government is nervous about accepting liability for this water body that has some 
environmental issues. It is absolutely the case that that is occurring. But it is a good investment, particularly when 
combined with the Collie Motorplex. The Collie Motorplex was funded by royalties for regions, which I will deal 
with in more detail at a future point. 

The Collie Motorplex and Lake Kepwari potentially make a good investment in water sports on the one side and 
water motor sports on the other. The less kind of us might call it bogan heaven as it were, whereby there is 
motorsport at one end and water motor sports down the other end. In the middle, we could put accommodation 
and a small amount of small business industry that might service those hobbies. The people who engage in those 
sports—I am not a motoring enthusiast as such—love it and invest an enormous amount of money in it. It is not 
that it is potentially a bogan sport; it is a cashed-up bogan sport. That is exactly what the town of Collie needs. It 
needs that expenditure in the town. It needs to take advantage of those people who might turn up. Some investment 
might be undertaken there. I have been calling for investment around that infrastructure for some time. If we go to 
Stockton Lake and watch the motorboats go around there—briefly in my case—we see that the facilities are not 
adequate. People turn up from interstate bringing their campervans. There are no toilet facilities. They have to be 
self-contained. All those major assets—from the Collie River to all those dams—need adequate facilities so we 
can attract people and make it a pleasant experience. A lot of people go to Glen Mervyn Dam, for example. When 
the toilet facilities closed, let us just say that people did what bears do. 

Hon Tjorn Sibma: They hibernate. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: No, I was not thinking of hibernating. 

Hon Alanna Clohesy interjected. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Somebody will have to explain to Hon Alanna Clohesy what bears do in the forest. 

Hon Tjorn Sibma: They scratch their backs against the trees. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes. For a family in those areas, it is not always the most pleasant of experiences. 

If we want repeat visitation of people who turn up with their family, camp out for a bit, slip into town to buy the 
newspaper and other things, stock up while they are there and invest in the town of Collie, I think we need to invest 
in the facilities that bring people. At this stage, those facilities are not adequate. I am looking at the Minister for 
Environment because a lot of those things sit in the environmental sector. A whole-of-government investment is 
required to bring those facilities up to scratch and to bring people to look at the natural resources that surround Collie. 

When we talk about Collie, we talk about power and coal. Not many people talk about the amazing natural assets 
of the town. For those who have not been to Honeymoon Pool, it is different from Greens Pool. It is a freshwater 
pool. The local community’s attachment to this amazing natural resource is enormous. I recommend that people 
visit at some point, especially if they like swimming, although not in the middle of winter because it gets pretty 
damn cold. In fact, the Collie River is pretty damn cold in the middle of summer as well! It might be polar bear 
territory there. It is a great natural asset. Honeymoon Pool has had a significant investment in resources. It has 
great facilities. That is the sort of thing that attracts people. I am probably offending the people of Collie by telling 
too many people about it because the people of Collie and surrounds love Honeymoon Pool and many like to think 
it is their personal playground. It is a magnificent spot. We need to replicate that around Collie. We need to take 
that out to Stockton Lake, Black Diamond Lake, Glen Mervyn Dam and Wellington Dam. We need to ensure that 
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we are providing those resources so that Collie becomes famous for something much more diversified from here 
on, as we change the power system and as the town changes from a coal and energy town to a town that has 
benefited from investment and resources that keep people coming back to the town. It has some of the best natural 
resources around. 

I would have liked to have seen some of the royalties for regions and SuperTowns money directed that way. I know 
that the town lit up the main street. It spent a lot of money on the main street. I find myself in agreement with the 
Minister for Regional Development that doing up main streets should not be the primary focus if it does not 
generate economic activity. I am of the view that other towns spent their SuperTowns money far more efficiently 
and effectively than Collie did, because it did not focus on economic development. There are some new bits in the 
main street of town. That is lovely. We can walk across from the local member’s office to the park and the water 
playground and that is lovely, but I do not think it is bringing in an enormous amount of additional activity. If we 
look at the closed shops in the town, I think that gives us an indication of where that investment has so far failed 
and where we might invest in other things. 

I think we need to talk about industry that can go into Collie. I get very tired of conversations about 
multibillion-dollar industries arriving in a great flurry and saving everybody. I have been around and have listened 
to those things for many years. I remember when BP and Rio Tinto were going to build a coal gasification plant 
there. I remember the headlines in the Collie Mail—“Saviour of Collie”, “Collie saved” and “Coal the future”. It 
was a multibillion-dollar exercise for which, in my view, the numbers never added up. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Which project was that? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That was the gasification plant. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: The Perdaman thing? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: No; that was a fertiliser factory that, in my view, was equally never likely to get up, 
and I am happy to go into some detail about why at some point, but I have only unlimited time and I was a bit 
nervous that I might run out! 

Hon Michael Mischin: I am interested. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We might have a conversation about urea and ammonia at some point. 

Hon Sue Ellery: And bears in the woods, or a similar theme you’re developing. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, and bears in the woods. All those things are important. 

Just to summarise where we are around Collie, investment is required outside those traditional industries. I think 
we will all end up in agreement with the statements of the Minister for Energy and the Minister for Regional 
Development that coal will not be the future saviour of the town and diversification is absolutely essential. As 
I said at that meeting, I am happy to work with the government and the Minister for Regional Development to 
see that diversification occur. I get the impression that the Minister for Regional Development genuinely wants 
to see diversification in the town. I do not think she is being adequately supported by the Premier and I do not 
like the duplicitous way the Premier has gone about business. We all need to work together to try to get a better 
outcome there. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Don’t you think that trails project is a very good project? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I have said so. The minister was away on urgent parliamentary business. I agree with 
the project. The problem was that the Premier announced the project and the funding without telling everybody 
that it was funded only through the dumping of the dud election commitments—the $30 million solar farm and the 
$30 million biomass plant—the announcement of which came on 2 May, weeks after the announcement of the first 
two amounts of funding. They were not the announcements of the minister; they were made by the Premier. That 
is why I think the Premier has been remarkably duplicitous in the process. It is a trend I intend to talk about at 
some length, because there are quite a few other duplicitous things the government needs to account for—things 
I seek to expose as we work our way through the budget papers, and we have not as yet got all that far. Let me 
finish on the energy component there just for the minute, before we talk more directly at a later stage about other 
parts of energy. In terms of Collie, there is a better investment of that fund, which is now $42 million, not 
$60 million. On 2 May, when the Premier announced $60 million, it was no longer $60 million, because he had 
already spent one-third of it. I think that probably should have come out of consolidated revenue. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 3166.] 
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