
Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Thursday, 30 August 2018] 

 p5452b-5454a 
Hon Robin Scott; Hon Diane Evers; Hon Charles Smith 

 [1] 

AUTOMATION — SOCIETAL IMPACT 
Statement 

HON ROBIN SCOTT (Mining and Pastoral) [5.16 pm]: I would like to use my member’s statement to talk 
about Hon Matthew Swinbourn’s private member’s business today, regarding automation. Automation is not new. 
I have been involved with automation since 1970, when I first arrived in Australia. I arrived in Australia in 1970 
because automation, in the country that I came from, was being held back. The three principal industries in my 
home town—shipbuilding, steel milling and coalmining—were absolutely destroyed by the British government 
and the unions. I do not want to see the same thing happening here. 
In mining, automation has been growing for at least the 35 years that I have been involved in it. Auto sampling, 
auto mill feeds, auto lab preparations and auto crusher feeds were brought in. I have been at the opening of many 
mines, and unfortunately I have been at the closing of some of those mines. The items that grow at any mine site 
are, firstly, the tailings dam and, secondly, the accommodation camp. No matter how long a mine site is running, 
the number of people employed on the site increases, even with all the automation. The new scary word is 
“autonomous”. Autonomous equipment is nothing to worry about. It allows many companies more production 
hours. There are no lunchbreaks, toilet breaks or smokos, and the equipment is better managed. All this 
autonomous equipment has transducers measuring pressure, temperature and vibration. No-one is sent home 
because of automation or autonomous equipment. 
Some mines offer people voluntary redundancy. People do not have to take it, but some of them find it convenient 
at their time in life, because they get a huge payout. They are able to pay off their mortgage and live fairly 
comfortably. I have had direct contact with Rio Tinto’s autonomous drilling equipment. These drills still require 
pre-starts and checks. The Brockman mine, and the new Silvergrass site, with all the autonomous drills being used 
now, still require the presence of an operator to monitor their operation. 
When I came to Perth in 1970, there was a business in Welshpool called Chamberlain Tractors that had a yard full 
of big yellow tractors. The tractors were built there but the company needed to upgrade the plant. However, it 
could not afford the upgrade and the automation so along came a company called John Deere, which bought it out. 
It was going to put in the latest equipment and automation. Unfortunately, that did not happen. A few years after 
that, the Chamberlain Tractors factory shut down. 
The new jobs of the future are in coding and the science, technology, engineering and mathematics subjects. 
Today’s students will be learning coding and will come out of universities and high schools with all the STEM 
training required for these new jobs, many of which have not even been created yet. I honestly wish to say to the 
house that automation and autonomous equipment is nothing to be frightened of. I have seen my own country 
absolutely devastated because of the lack of it. I can assure members that Australia is a young, vibrant country and 
it needs automation and autonomous equipment. 

Statement 
HON DIANE EVERS (South West) [5.21 pm]: I also wanted to speak briefly on automation because I had a few 
words to add to the speeches I made earlier. If we lose a job to automation that does not really need to be done by 
a human, that is not the problem. Automation is coming. Things will be different. Fifty years from now, with some 
of the things that we are holding on to, we will say, “Why do we want somebody standing there pushing a button 
every now and then if we do not need that person there?” People do not so much need a job but an income. They 
also need a purpose or for their skills to be valued in some way. That is the issue that we should be looking at 
rather than the fact that automation will change things. 
If people need an income, a job is one way to get that. A universal basic income, which I have mentioned before, 
is another way in which people can have an income to live a comfortable existence. I am not saying that that is all 
they need. They also need a purpose. They need to be valued. Again, that can come from a paid position but it can 
also come from a volunteer position, either informal or formal. If it is informal, they are still contributing to the 
community and feeling good about it. If they have this UBI, they do not feel that they are a bludger on society. 
We will always need people in caring positions. Whether those are paid or not paid is not the issue. We will need 
people for social interaction. We cannot do that with a robot. We will need that social interaction otherwise we 
will live very poor lives overall. That is something that we should always be looking at. Many jobs are becoming 
automated, and it will happen. Fifty years from now, a lot of the things that we are doing will be automated, we 
will be okay with it and that will be fine. We can look at certain things that will not be automated such as creativity 
or even entertainment and innovation. Artificial intelligence may be used for some of these but not all of them and 
not all the time. 
Small business is another area to consider as manufacturing small amounts of products will not be able to be 
automated because of the cost involved. I would hate to see government and decision-making—the stuff we are 
doing—automated. There has to be responsibility. We cannot put that responsibility back on a robot. We do a lot 
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of construction and a lot of building, and there will be some automation in those industries but there will always 
be some parts of the construction and building industries that will not be automated. The question is not: what are 
we going to do about automation? The question is: where can we use automation and how can we support people 
so they have jobs and an income and they feel like they are a contributing member of our community? It could be 
that we end up with shorter working weeks. That is being tested in other countries. It is something that we can 
look at doing. We cannot be stymied by our own fixed values and views that we held since we were born, between 
30 and 80 years ago, but we have to be able to change as times change. We will also need to look at other things 
such as tax collection. How will we raise the funds to run the country or the state? How will those funds be 
dispersed through the community? We have to avoid inequity, as my colleague Hon Alison Xamon said. We have 
to make sure that when these issues arise, whatever we do is done in an equitable and fair manner so that all people 
here are looked after. 

Statement 
HON CHARLES SMITH (East Metropolitan) [5.24 pm]: During private members’ business earlier today, I was 
not given time to speak on Hon Matthew Swinbourn’s motion about the impacts on society of increasing 
automation. I am thankful for a few moments to offer my contribution. 
I think it is fair to say that everyone agrees that automation will be disruptive, economically and socially, but, 
worryingly, governments in Australia have not given much thought to this shift. Both state and commonwealth 
governments have shown themselves to be fairly inept at planning and forecasting ahead. I suspect this has 
something to do with our political classes and parties, which tend to think in only three or four-year cycles. Our 
policymakers certainly do not plan ahead in the same way that, say, China, Japan or Norway do. 
Automation will invariably lead to the loss of jobs in some sectors and a reduction in the demand for labour. At 
the same time, here in Western Australia and across the country we have the growth lobby comprising 
developers, retailers and other business groups, which argues that Australia needs to maintain a high level of 
immigration to alleviate so-called skills shortages and to offset an ageing population. That is despite the 
commonwealth’s former Department of Employment showing that the skills shortage remains low by historical 
standards and the labour under-utilisation rate is high. As economist Leith van Onselen has noted, one factor that 
the mass immigration supporters continually ignore is the risk that the rise of robotics and artificial intelligence 
could replace many of today’s jobs, leading to an even larger pool of underemployed and under-utilised workers. 
According to Leith van Onselen, the former Department of Employment concluded that — 

“significant shortages are unlikely to re-emerge in the short term” because “new supply of qualified 
workers from the higher education system is likely to remain high” and “there will be softer demand for 
some Professions resulting from weaker activity in key sectors and changes to work arrangements, such 
as offshoring and automation of some routine tasks”. 

Last year, the chief executive of Seek, Mr Andrew Bassat, warned of a looming employment crisis whereby an 
insufficient number of new jobs will be created to replace those expected to be lost through the rising use of robotics 
and artificial intelligence, especially in areas such as mining, hospitality, accommodation and transport. Too many 
workers chasing too few jobs as robots and artificial intelligence become more commonplace will cause significant 
social dislocation. It certainly casts further doubt on the logic of bringing in so many new foreign workers year 
after year, a policy the Big Australia–supporting major parties appear committed to despite public opposition. 
Recent research conducted by job search website Adzuna estimates that around one-third of Australian jobs could 
be lost to automation by 2030, with lower skilled and manual labour jobs most at risk. Adzuna estimates that 
35 per cent of total jobs in Western Australia are at risk. Adzuna CEO Raife Watson has warned, and I quote — 

“We run the real risk of mass unemployment in our regions and over-population of our major cities,” … 
A research report by the International Monetary Fund released earlier this year concluded — 

In scenarios where the traditional technology disappears and robots take over the automatable sector, the 
economy either ascends to a virtuous circle of ongoing endogenous growth or descends into a death spiral 
of perpetual contraction. Unfortunately, the odds strongly favor the death spiral. 

As automation increases, the report’s authors observed — 
Although the real wage increases in the long run, labor’s share in income decreases most when real output 
increases most. The bigger the increase in the GDP pie, the less equitable the distribution of the pie. 

Furthermore, the report noted — 
Allowing for tasks that complement robots does not help as much as one might think, partly because more 
and more workers compete for those jobs, driving down the overall wage. 
… 
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In addition to the fall in the average wage and the rise in the capital share, unskilled workers suffer large 
decreases in absolute and relative wages.  

These are certainly ominous warnings and ones we need to heed. Faced with these challenges, it is clear to me that 
we need to dramatically slow the growth of the labour force, better utilise existing workers and use automation to 
overcome any loss of workers as the population ages. We also need to start looking at which sectors will be most 
affected by automation and put in place strategies now to help workers transition away from those industries. 
Governments must start planning now, otherwise we risk a mass unemployment and underemployment crisis in 
the not-too-distant future. 
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