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Regional Airports, Firefighting Services 

HON JOHN FISCHER (Mining and Pastoral) [5.30 pm]:  I take this time to make a statement about the 
vexatious issue of firefighting services at regional airports.  As all members are aware, firefighting services are 
critical to the maintenance of safety at airports at all times.  However, in the current uncertain times they are 
even more critical.  I was amazed to discover that the federal Government is planning to cut fire services from 
regional airports with annual passenger numbers of fewer than 350 000.  Basically, this means that Karratha and 
Port Hedland airports will lose this service.  I really must question the wisdom of this move.  These fire services 
are run by Air Services Australia and are funded by the Commonwealth via a levy on airline tickets.  The cost of 
these services is therefore already funded from the pockets of airline travellers.  The reason the Government has 
arrived at the figure of 350 000 passengers is that it relates to an annual figure of approximately $1.7 million, 
which is more or less what a basic service would cost annually.  This may be meaningful in central New South 
Wales or Victoria; however, as with everything else, it is not meaningful in many parts of regional Western 
Australia.  For Karratha and Port Hedland airports, which service the mining industries, there may not be 
350 000 passenger services a year, but there are exponentially more aircraft movements on the basis of the 
industries they service.  By that I mean small charter, small fixed-wing and helicopter services.  I do not have the 
exact figure for the Karratha airport, but I was told the other day that often there are up to 300 aircraft 
movements a day, including a service for the surrounding region.  These industries are critical to the economic 
wellbeing of Australia and, as such, it is only reasonable to expect an adequate level of fire protection at these 
airports.   

The more aircraft movements there are, the more chances there are of an accident.  Surely that would be a safer 
way to determine the need for fire services.  In fact, I am of the opinion that if an airline passenger pays a levy 
for a service, that passenger has every right to expect that service to be available; and, if not, these aircraft may 
as well land on remote bush strips with fewer restrictions and no landing fees whatsoever.  It is my 
understanding that if these services are removed, it is anticipated that the Fire and Emergency Services Authority 
of Western Australia will provide the fire services.  If a plane were to crash, the response time for assistance 
would be some 40 minutes while volunteer firefighters were rounded up and driven from their homes or places 
of work in and around Karratha and Port Hedland to the airport.  They would perhaps be there in time to hose 
down the ashes.  I imagine that responding to an aviation crash is somewhat different from putting out a bushfire.  
A high level of expertise is required to fight and manage a bushfire.  Although I have the deepest respect for the 
Fire and Emergency Services Authority’s ability to respond to emergencies, this situation is not one that I 
believe it is equipped to manage, particularly given that it is staffed largely by volunteers.  If the federal 
Government removes these services, the question must be asked, what of the equipment that goes with it?  I 
believe that the firefighting equipment is extremely expensive and in the order of some $800 000 per unit to set 
up.  FESA certainly does not have the money to fund that sort of capital investment.  In the last federal budget 
the federal Government promised additional funding of $1.3 billion over five years to upgrade security in 
Australia, which included $190 million for airport security.  It seems ironic that the Government would then 
remove firefighting services which are an integral part of maintaining good security.   

I note that the federal House of Representatives is currently conducting a standing inquiry into regional aviation 
services.  I am aware that the Western Australian Government put a submission into this inquiry.  I wonder how 
the federal Government can justify removing a regional service of this nature right in the middle of the process 
of that inquiry.  The federal Government is either completely insensitive or the left hand does not know what the 
right hand is doing.  Given that this review will hand down its findings before the end of this year, the decision 
to cut these services is extremely presumptuous.  It also shows how much attention Canberra will give to the 
recommendations, if it has already instigated reduction moves prior to the inquiry being completed.  I believe 
that it is symptomatic of the view that Canberra has of regional Australia.  Regional Australia may generate the 
money but regional Australians seem to be of little consequence. 

I read with interest that while airport security was upgraded in towns on the Gold Coast and the Sunshine Coast, 
such as Townsville and Rockhampton, and Hamilton Island, it was not upgraded at Mt Isa.  Obviously the 
federal Government thinks that the tourism industry is worth protecting while the real wealth generators in the 
mining and agricultural regions are not.  I ask the Minister for Emergency Services, Hon Michelle Roberts, to 
continue to press the federal Government on this issue.  I believe that the removal of these services will be 
extremely detrimental to the regional areas of Western Australia.  The projected figures of requiring 350 000 
passengers mean that in 40 or 50 years time Port Hedland and Karratha airports will still not have fire services.  
With the number of flights in and out of the airports, by both commercial and hire aircraft, such as helicopters, it 
would be a step backwards if we were to allow the federal Government to remove these services. 

Outstanding Wheat Payments 
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HON FRANK HOUGH (Agricultural) [5.38 pm]:  My speech refers to outstanding money owed to Western 
Australian and Australian farmers that dates back about 14 years.  In 1992 the Commonwealth Government 
agreed to the United Nations putting sanctions on wheat.  It applied to the seasons of 1987-88, 1988-89 and 
1989-90.  Included in the wheat payments was $1 million for rice that was sold.  When the sanctions were 
imposed, the outstanding wheat payments were covered by the Export Finance Insurance Company, which paid 
80 per cent of the outstanding wheat payments.  That left an unpaid debt of 20 per cent, which is currently sitting 
in a bank - I guess an American bank - waiting to be paid.  There are rumours that the account will be opened up, 
and I am concerned for the fellows who are affected.  

The payments were worth about $A200 million, which equates to $US98.1 million.  The money was frozen in 
foreign bank accounts.  The payments relate to wheat supplied from 1987-90.  At that time, the Export Finance 
Insurance Company paid 80 per cent of the moneys owed to Australian growers, which represented 
$US381.2 million from a total of $US480.4 million.  The remaining 20 per cent - $US98.1 million; that is, 
$A200 million - is still owed to Australian growers.  Of that amount, 40 per cent is for Western Australian 
farmers.  That is worth $A80 million.  If that amount is averaged, a small wheat grower with 6 000 to 8 000 
acres would be owed between $10 000 and $15 000.  A larger grower, with 40 000 to 50 000 acres would be 
owed between $75 000 and $80 000.  The moneys have remained outstanding for almost 14 years.  Interest over 
that time would almost double the amounts owed to farmers in Western Australia.   

The growers have carried the debt since 1992.  They have been told by successive Governments that the money 
would be paid.  In August 2001 the Prime Minister assured the grain section president of the Western Australian 
Farmers Federation that the issue would be investigated.  Federal minister Warren Truss did an about-face on the 
matter.  He said the risk belonged to the farmers, not the Government.  He suggested that the farmers have been 
paid in full and there was no obligation to wheat growers by the federal Government.  The money belongs to the 
farmers; they supplied the wheat.  There is no question about that.  The outstanding debt belongs to Western 
Australian farmers.   

I have spoken to several farmers in the past week.  Most of them have written off the debt against tax.  The past 
few years have not been kind to farmers and a tax loss would not have been conducive for them.  If treated as an 
outstanding debt, it will carry over to when farmers start making a quid.  They then gain a tax benefit.  Farmers 
have been sitting on the fence year after year hoping that they will soon be paid out.  Time has got away from 
them.  They have to get on with business and not worry about the $20 000, $30 000 or $50 000 outstanding.  
With the war in Iraq there is now a good opportunity that the money in the bank accounts will be released.  My 
concern is that Western Australian farmers be paid what they are owed.  If they are paid what they are owed but 
have been claiming a tax loss, it becomes incremental income and they will pay tax on it.  They have already 
taken the loss and gained a tax benefit.  It would be like a Christmas present.  If I had an outstanding debt of 
$50 000, did my tax return and got a tax benefit, and then received a cheque for $50 000 some years later, I 
would not be worried about paying the tax because the debt has already been paid.  When the $50 000 comes in, 
it will be one hell of a bonus, particularly with farming, because it is a tough business.  One of the other 
problems is that the farming community is so tough.  Farmers do it tough because they are tough people.  They 
take some hard knocks, but they overcome them.  That has been a part of farming since time began.  Farmers 
have learnt to do it tough, and this is just another thing that has overridden them.   

Although EFIC - the finance insurer - has covered 80 per cent of the total debt, it will be EFIC’s problem to get 
the 100 per cent.  Twenty per cent of that money belongs to the farming community, and it has not been paid out 
for that.  When that money ultimately comes back to the farming community, it will certainly be money well 
deserved.  What I am worried about, however, is that with all this shuffling around due to the war, that money 
might go astray, knowing that the debt has been paid by the insurance company, and the insurance company will 
be left holding the bag.  I know the minister is appreciative of this matter, but perhaps the minister might advise 
the farming community to take a short-term gain by claiming a tax loss on the outstanding debt, and hopefully 
when the money turns up farmers will be able to get a good bonus.   

Albany Highway Bypass, Mt Barker 
HON PADDY EMBRY (South West) [5.48 pm]:  I wish once again to raise a subject that I have spoken about 
in this House previously.  The reason I am raising this matter again is that I believe it is a very urgent matter.  I 
am concerned about the bypass on Albany Highway north of Mt Barker.  The Shire of Plantagenet, which is 
responsible for the town of Mt Barker and the surrounding area, had an agreement with the former Government 
some years ago and purchased land and did all sorts of good, long-term planning to provide for this northern 
bypass.  The bypass is now needed urgently.  The woodchipping trucks are already starting to come in from Muir 
Highway and return through Mt Barker.  When the trucks come in towards Mt Barker from Muir Highway, there 
is not a problem, because there is a southern bypass.  However, there is not a bypass to the north for when those 
trucks are on the return journey.  The access road that the trucks need to take is very close to the railway line that 
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crosses Albany Highway.  I am not exaggerating about this situation, and I took particular notice of it when I 
drove to Perth for our parliamentary duties this week.  A road train has to cross onto the right-hand side of 
Albany Highway in order to make the bend; therefore, it may have to wait on the side of the road for the Perth to 
Albany-bound traffic to clear.  Albany Highway is a major state highway.  It is bad enough that a road train has 
to cross over to the right-hand side of the highway in order to turn left.  What is even worse is that people who 
are towing caravans - and this is a problem particularly in the summer tourist season when a lot of people are 
towing caravans - also have to wait on the left-hand side of the road for the trucks to clear, which means that 
their caravans are on the railway line.  I am not exaggerating.  That is the truth of the matter.  This is a disaster 
waiting to happen.  I suggest it is a pretty well known fact - as the Government would find if it were to check 
with caravan park owners - that 90 per cent of the time the managers of the caravan parks have to reverse the 
caravans into the bays because the people who are towing them do not know how to reverse them.  People do not 
need a special class of licence to tow a caravan.  If people want to drive a truck, they have to prove that they can 
reverse it.  However, people do not need to prove that they can reverse a caravan or trailer.  I am not trying to be 
funny.  This is a very serious matter.  I ask members to imagine a person who is parked on the side of the road 
and who does not have the ability to reverse his caravan, and he then sees the red lights flashing on the railway 
crossing.  Unquestionably, panic would set in.  Imagine what would happen to a person with little ability to 
reverse a caravan once the panic set in. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  Is it the railway crossing in the southern part of the town? 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  It is to the north.  The southern end has been sorted out; the northern one is the problem.  
It has been made worse because of the endeavour to develop a good transport mode and method for shifting 
grain.  For the interest of many people who do not know about rural towns, the next town to the north of Mt 
Barker is Cranbrook, where Co-operative Bulk Handling Ltd is greatly enlarging its grain terminal.  Cranbrook 
will be like a staging post for grain, which will then be shifted to rail.  A great increase will be seen in train 
movements across that highway at harvest and after harvest.  One could argue that it will reduce the number of 
trucks, which is correct.  That is why CBH is complying with the Government’s request, and it makes good 
business sense if bulk transport loads are moved by train rather than by road.  However, in this case, it will make 
the road hazard situation worse.   

I had a meeting with the Shire of Plantagenet and Minister Edwards because an environmental matter had to be 
resolved.  It appeared that the project was to be given the green light. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  Not the bandicoots again? 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  No, the flora, but, rather than misquote, I will not endeavour to remember the species 
involved.  Human life must take precedence over a piece of flora that a person need not move a great distance to 
find elsewhere.  I urge the Leader of the House and minister in the Chamber to put the case strongly to Cabinet.  
This matter needs to be dealt with in the budget.  If Minister Edwards’ department gives the green light, it should 
be part of the budget.  It needs to be addressed urgently. 

Mobile Phone Network 
Hon PADDY EMBRY:  I will quickly touch on mobile phone access.  In the short period I have been in 
Parliament, it has often been mentioned that many areas are still not covered by the mobile phone network.  It is 
much improved on the situation of two years ago.  A tremendous amount more needs to be done to ensure that 
adequate mobile telephone services are provided in this State.  To bring it all home, when travelling along 
Albany Highway south up the hill to the Darling Escarpment, the phone cuts out half way up the hill.  The 
mobile service does not work that close to the metropolitan area, let alone further afield.  The situation is even 
worse than I thought.  My concern is a safety issue out in - I say this with a smile on my face - the real Australia; 
the real bush. 

Hon Peter Foss:  Lesmurdie. 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  Some bits of the bush are left.  In areas of great isolation, mobile phones are now part of 
daily life from a safety perspective; that is, they are a means of alerting the emergency services of accidents, etc. 

I cannot urge the Government more strongly that it must revisit this road safety issue, or else it will have a 
problem, such as I mentioned yesterday with the dogs and people camping on the Canning Stock Route.  
Otherwise, tourists and caravans will be cleaned up this summer.  

Albany Highway Bypass, Mt Barker 
HON KIM CHANCE (Agricultural - Leader of the House) [5.55 pm]:  I have been storing my responses for a 
couple of days, so I was rather glad to be able to start members’ statements a little early this evening so that I can 
take a few minutes to address them.  I will work my way through some of the issues that have been raised.   

The bypass at Boyup Brook is a situation I have known to occur in a number of locations.  
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Hon Paddy Embry:  It is Mt Barker, not Boyup Brook.  Albany Highway does not go through Boyup Brook.  
Your city-based ministers have even less knowledge.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  I do sometimes transpose the two in my mind, and I apologise.  I am talking about Mt 
Barker.  Wherever there is a rail and road intersection adjacent to a road intersection - and I take it that is the 
situation the member is describing - those intersection distances were never constructed for road trains.  The 
honourable member has given a reason road trains should never be allowed to operate on that road.  

Hon Paddy Embry:  No; I believe there should be some commonsense adjustments to prevent accidents. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Until those adjustments occur, that road should probably not be cleared for the operation 
of road trains.  A stop sign needs to be erected behind the railway.  This situation occurred at Bindi Bindi, where 
a truck was taken out by a train when it overhung the line when pulled up behind a road train.  Those 
adjustments have now been made, essentially through negotiation with the local Main Roads engineer.  This is 
obviously not something that would come up in Cabinet.  

Hon Peter Foss:  There is a tabled paper on the Stakehill Road level crossing, and if you read that, you will find 
that there is a policy in the making that deals with both country and city grid separations and level crossings.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Fine.  

Hon Paddy Embry:  With all due respect, let us not look at all the difficulties.  Let us get the problem solved 
before there is a bad accident.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Hon Peter Foss was good enough to advise that a policy is being provided - 

Hon Peter Foss:  Not yet provided, but it is being developed.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  It is being developed but has not been adopted.  These things are best sorted out perhaps 
by the member himself talking to the local district engineer in Albany.  I have been able to do that as a private 
member and while I was a farmer, before I became a member of Parliament.  

Hon Paddy Embry:  Main Roads wants the bypass, but the finance is not in the budget to do it.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  I can assure the member that the Main Roads budget is also not something that is dealt 
with by Cabinet, except in its most generic sense.  The way the district engineers divide their budgets is a matter 
for them and not for Cabinet.  The member’s point of view is well understood.   

Wild Dog Control 
Hon KIM CHANCE:  I move now to another issue that was raised yesterday in a statement by Hon Paddy 
Embry, about dogs.  If one heard or read Hon Paddy Embry’s statement, one could be excused for thinking that 
nothing is happening with dogs.  I know of the circumstances that he is describing, where a station abuts or 
adjoins Department of Land Administration land - that is, vacant crown land - specifically the Great Sandy 
Desert, and there is a state responsibility for controlling dogs that come off that land.  That responsibility rests 
with the Department of Land Administration, which is the custodian for the State of that land.  The department’s 
contribution to dog control has more than doubled since the election of the Gallop Government.  Significant 
effort is going into solving this dog problem.  With the funds that are currently being dedicated to dog control in 
the pastoral zone, as opposed to unallocated crown land, the agricultural protection rate will go up by 45 per cent 
this year and the State will match that increase dollar for dollar.  I have set aside an additional $254 000 to cover 
the additional rate.  Enormous resources are being thrown at this problem.  The member gave a warning and I 
have heard some bloodcurdling examples of dogs threatening human life.  It is true that sometimes when 
people’s vehicles get bogged or become disabled and they have some distance to walk back to the station or their 
destination, they have been followed by dogs with a clear intent - we will not talk about what that intent is, but it 
is quite frightening.  Travellers in that country must be aware that once they leave the metropolitan area there are 
dangers.  There are sharks in the ocean; there are crocodiles in the rivers; and there are taipans, king browns, 
death adders and now dogs. 

Hon Paddy Embry:  The dogs are a new danger.   

Hon KIM CHANCE:  They are not that new.  Pastoralists have told me that the dog problem at the moment is as 
bad as it has been for 30 years.  There was a peak in dog activity about 30 years ago and within 12 months of 
that peak activity, because of the adoption of some new dog control measures, the problem was dealt with very 
quickly.  An Agriculture Protection Board member, Michelle Allen, is currently dealing with a review of the dog 
program and expects to have the report out by 11 April.  I will expect to have it within a few days of that date 
and I am hopeful that the initiatives that flow from that report will assist us in addressing this problem in the 
future.   

Outstanding Wheat Payments 
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I will now turn to the issues raised by Hon Frank Hough.  Before I comment, I must declare an interest because I 
am one of those growers who has wheat in every one of those pools.   

Hon Frank Hough:  Have you made a tax claim?   

Hon KIM CHANCE:  In fact, there is no tax issue because there is no debt between one party and the other in so 
far as farmers are concerned.  Farmers were affected in that their pool returns were simply reduced by that 
amount, but the debt does not exist between the growers and the Iraqis.  The debt exists between the Iraqis and 
the Australian Wheat Board, as it then was. 

Hon Frank Hough:  If you supply 100 per cent of the wheat and get only 80 per cent of returns, surely there is a 
20 per cent shortfall?   

Hon KIM CHANCE:  No, farmers got the pool return.  For example, instead of it being $100 a tonne, it was $80 
a tonne.  That became that year’s wheat price to growers. 

Hon Paddy Embry:  Is that because the grain had to go to a cheaper market? 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  No, it was simply because the full grain price was never received by our buyer, the AWB.  
The transaction between AWB and the farmers is complete, which does not take anything away from what Hon 
Frank Hough said, because I agree with him 100 per cent.  A debt still exists.  However, it must be said that Iraq 
has actually paid for the wheat.  When that wheat was in the process of transaction from the United States to 
Australia, because all wheat is sold in US dollars, the money was frozen in the United States.  It was an action of 
the US Government -  

Hon Frank Hough:  I said that, but my concern was that the money was somewhere in an American bank.   

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Yes, the member did indeed say that.  Given Australia’s involvement and support for the 
US in 1991 and currently, it is reasonable for Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade and Senator 
Mark Vaile to be saying to the US -  

Hon Paddy Embry interjected. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  They should make sure that that money is freed up.  I agree with the proposition put by 
Hon Paddy Embry.  I will throw the party when the money is finally paid.  

House adjourned at 6.05 pm 
__________ 

 


